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Preface 
The Ecosystem Approach (EA) has been accorded an important role in implementing the 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) which is certainly one of the most influential 
pieces of international environmental law over the last decades. With its emphasis on 
the sustainable use of biological diversity, its focus on benefit sharing and, implicitly, on 
integrated land use planning, the CBD links comprehensive environmental objectives to 
fundamental social and economic processes and goals. 

After nearly 17 years now since its entry into force, the question of what has been 
achieved by this instrument so far is getting ever more pressing. Given the multi-layered 
aims, related national and transnational activities and the highly diverse work pro-
grammes, a clear-cut, all-encompassing answer to this general question is hardly possi-
ble. It seems fair to say, however, that few observers are entirely satisfied with the re-
sults. The 2010 biodiversity target, to name just one prominent, topical example from 
the set of objectives, has not been achieved to an acceptable degree in the view of most 
observers. Yet for many aspects, it would be hard to tell the outcome, as we are still 
lacking clear operational criteria and indicators. This is particularly true when it comes 
to the explicit and implicit socio-economic objectives of the CBD. Do societies really 
make progress with regard to the complex environmental-cum-social tasks that are as-
sociated with ecosystem management in general, and with the implementation of the 
EA, in particular? 

This question is the starting point for the study at hand. The booklet results from a re-
search project on issues related to socio-economic monitoring and indicator develop-
ment, conducted at the University of Bremen’s Research Center for Sustainability Stud-
ies, artec, and largely carried out by the first author, Heiko Garrelts. As part of our re-
search, an international workshop was convened in Bremen to address these issues 
(Teerhof Bremen, November 26-28, 2007). The workshop brought together a carefully 
selected group of participants with a broad range of expertise from different scientific 
disciplines as well as from think-tanks and decision-making, spanning from human-
rights-oriented NGOs to the CBD secretariat. With the help of these experts, we refined 
the proposal and probed the first conclusions we had drawn by then. 

The research presented in this study has been funded by a research and development 
grant of the German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nu-
clear Safety (BMU) through its Federal Agency for Nature Conservation (Bundesamt für 
Naturschutz, BfN, F&E-Projekt ‘Ökosystemarer Ansatz der CBD und sozioökonomisches 
Monitoring’, FKZ 806 84 010). We are grateful to the participants in the mentioned work-
shop, to our partners at the Federal Agency for Nature Conservation and to our col-
leagues at artec for their valuable comments and feedback regarding our research find-
ings. We thank Anke Höltermann for her patient support and encouraging comments. 



 

 

With regard to the final version of the report, we are particularly indebted to two mem-
bers of a project-accompanying working group, Joachim Spangenberg and Christoph 
Görg who have both provided extensive and substantial comments on an earlier version 
of the paper. The usual disclaimers apply; all weaknesses, errors and omissions in the 
report remain our responsibility. 
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1 Introduction: New contexts for socio-economic monitoring 
The concept of biodiversity as enshrined in the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) 
brought about a number of conceptual innovations for international nature conservation 
policies. First, our understanding of nature conservation has been broadened by includ-
ing aspects from the level of genetic erosion to the loss of entire ecosystems. Second, 
there is or at least there should be far more comprehensive involvement of different 
‘new’ actors (such as non-governmental organisations, women’s groups, indigenous 
groups, and local communities). Third, there is a new emphasis on the sustainable use 
of biological diversity and on the sharing of the benefits derived therefrom. A fourth 
change is the modification of the protected area approach: the conservation and sus-
tainable use of biological diversity can and should not be restricted to special protected 
areas – it has to happen basically everywhere. Thus, the CBD links environmental and 
nature protection objectives to much broader social and economic processes and goals. 
The interdependent nature of global problems is underlined, the different development 
needs as well as the great discrepancies between the rich and the poor countries 
(LASS/REUSSWIG 2001: 9). This implies a general shift towards planning for different types 
of integrated land use (ARTS 2000: 123; HARTJE et al. 2003: 12; BENNETT 2004, FLIT-

NER/GARRELTS 2008).  

All these modifications have to be seen in the context of a broader trend towards greater 
integration of societal concerns in natural resources management approaches. The need 
to manage large complex natural systems in an integrated manner was already acknowl-
edged in the UNESCO-sponsored Man and Biosphere Programme (MAB) initiated in 
1970. Yet it took many years for such integration to materialize in more than a few pro-
jects and specifically designated areas. For many years now, related debates have taken 
place in particular with regard to forest ecosystems, but also in relation to almost all 
other terrestrial and marine ecosystems.  

1.1 The example of forestry and forest ecosystems 

The realm of forestry and forest ecosystems is a case in point and an illustrative example 
of the deep conceptual and practical changes that have occurred over recent decades. 
Throughout the world, there has been a re-examination of who makes decisions about 
forests and how these decisions are made. The related changes can be grouped into five 
different (and sometimes conflicting) trends and issues: (1) the broadening of forest 
management objectives at all levels; (2) the increasing influence of international and 
global processes; (3) the pervasive trends of decentralisation and devolution; (4) the 
growing acknowledgement of the importance of institutional capacities; (5) issues of 
poverty and poverty reduction; and, last but not least, (6) an increasing role for market-
related instruments, in particular certification of forestry products. It is worthwhile 
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looking somewhat deeper into these issues in the given context, as this sets the stage 
for our topic and we will come back to examples from forestry and forest ecosystems 
throughout our study.  

(1) Today, from communities to global enterprises, forest owners and managers are be-
ing urged to deal with a much broader range of social and environmental objectives than 
in the past. Forest ecosystems provide many benefits to society beyond the basic needs 
for food, water and employment: values such as cultural diversity and identity, commu-
nity recreation opportunities and so on. Moreover it is widely acknowledged that for-
estry has manifold influences on social conditions, such as workers’ safety, visitors’ per-
ception and behaviour, residents’ safety in areas prone to flooding or slope instability 
and so on (HARSHAW et al. 2007: 18). Forests also have a global value for biodiversity and 
carbon storage. However, these benefits often do not correspond to those perceived by, 
or attributed to, local people, and other stakeholders. 

In general, society is now making more explicit demands for longer temporal scales and 
larger spatial scales to be addressed in forest management. Thus the range of goods and 
services for which sustainability is sought has been greatly increased and forests are seen 
as integral parts of dynamic multi-functional landscapes (SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005b: 2). 
Trees, both inside and outside forests, provide a range of ecosystem services of all kinds 
while many threats to them originate from outside the forest sector. A sound forest pol-
icy therefore requires cross-sectoral harmonisation at the national, regional and global 
levels (PATOSAARI 2004).  

(2) As in other areas of natural resource management, the internationalisation and glob-
alisation of forestry issues leads to quite diverse and sometimes contradictory effects. In 
contrast to former periods of forestry, there is definitely a strong global concern over 
the fate of forests today, in particular tropical forests. However, the international varia-
bles that affect forest ecosystem management provide grounds for conflict. On the one 
hand, the number of international meetings at which forest conservation is discussed is 
proliferating and forest issues are the subject of inter-governmental processes. Transna-
tional payments for environmental services may become increasingly influential. Na-
tional governments have to justify changes in domestic economic, social and environ-
mental policies in the light of changes in the global norms of human rights and social 
justice – norms often at stake in tropical forests where many indigenous people remain 
highly dependent on natural resources. Institutions such as the World Bank and the In-
ternational Monetary Fund (IMF) have repeatedly intervened in national forestry policy 
by including specific policy elements in their conditionality packages associated to cred-
its. These trends notwithstanding, there is still no binding international agreement or 
Forest Convention on the horizon. In simple terms, negotiations are deadlocked by 
North-South interest struggles that are often camouflaged in different discourses. While 
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industrial nations still argue for “global responsibility” or even a “common heritage of 
mankind”, many developing countries use the language of “national sovereignty” and 
focus strongly on financial compensation and comprehensive coverage, including tem-
perate and boreal forests (DINGWERTH 2007).  

From a political science perspective, however, the lack of a binding Forest Convention 
does not imply that there is no political or legal regulation of forests (FUCHS 2006). On 

the contrary, following Krasner’s regime definition that a regime is a set of “implicit or 
explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures around which actors’ 
expectations converge in a given area” (KRASNER 1983: 2), one can maintain that a global 
forest regime does already exist (cf. also HASENCLEVER et al. 1997; ZANGL 2006). In addition 
to the various layers of relevant hard and soft institutions, scholars have also identified 
a substantial normative consensus on core elements of a global forest regime. Among 
the common normative elements in international forest agreements is an ecosystem ap-
proach stressing in situ conservation, an emphasis on local knowledge and indigenous 
practices, and an emphasis on the principle of participation (see FUCHS 2006). 

At the same time, economic globalisation has led to a few major players having an in-
creasing role. A limited number of multinational corporations now dominate the pulp 
and paper sectors and thus exert direct or indirect control over vast areas of forest plan-
tations. These globalising trends are all the more relevant as international norms tend 
to prioritise free trade and economic growth over environmental and social sustainabil-
ity issues while local influence remains very limited (SCHERR et al. 2001; SAYER/MAGINNIS 

2005B; FUCHS 2006). Hence, the globalised world of forest ecosystems can be largely un-
derstood in terms of influence and interaction between regulatory frameworks shaped 
by powerful actors, their economic decisions, and the popularity of certain images and 
ideas associated with tropical forests (FUCHS 2006).  

(3) While the locus of decision-making on some forest issues is moving away from the 
national to the inter- and supranational levels, many governments are decentralising 
control over forests and doing away with their forest assets. In many situations, local 
management has proven more successful in achieving biodiversity benefits, and so the 
responsibility for forests is being placed in the hands of regional, municipal and local 
governments and communities. However, experience from different sectors and regions 
shows that insufficient budget allocations to local authorities or excessive power of local 
elites can lead to a negative net outcome for the poor. The success of decentralisation 
and devolution depends on a number of conditions, which include their planned and 
negotiated character (ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 45; SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005c: 185).  

(4) Severe restrictions for ecosystem conservation are often the result of a lack of capac-
ities and adequate institutions. A big challenge at national and sub-national levels is to 
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create mechanisms for effectively verifying the legality of wood production and denying 
market access to illegally harvested wood and derived products. However, in developing 
countries and in some countries with economies in transition, institutions are weak and 
have difficulties taking over the new tasks of conserving and regulating forests. Even 
governments aiming to foster sustainable forestry practices in their countries face se-
vere limits in resources vis-à-vis highly mobile logging firms, with intricate layers and 
webs of firms allowing the concealment of illegal logging and smuggling. In other coun-
tries, efforts at the international level are undermined by corruption, political clien-
telism, and an acceptance of the failure to comply (FUCHS 2006). According to PATOSAARI 
(2004), forests are only well managed when formal institutions are effective and civil 
society is mobilised to defend the interests of diverse stakeholders. 

(5) Running through all these topics are different aspects of poverty reduction and alle-
viation as they are addressed in the Millennium Development Goals and in many earlier 
texts and international agreements. Poverty by and large results from the uneven distri-
bution of wealth, from the lack of access to resources, in particular land (PATOSAARI 2004), 
and from the lack of alternatives to a livelihood based on marginal agriculture. Thus, the 
equitable sharing of the benefits from economic growth in general, and the benefits 
from the management of forests in this case, represent “both a functional as well an 
ethical link” (POSCHEN 2000: 5) between issues of conservation and sustainable use on 
the one hand, and socio-economic issues on the other. 

(6) Across regions and issue areas, certification and labelling initiatives have gained 
growing attention, driven in part by the weaknesses and failures of traditional forms of 
inter-governmental regulation. From a functionalist perspective, they are seen as prom-
ising market-based steering initiatives which harness globalisation’s own mechanisms to 
deal with problems such as environmental degradation and social injustice (cf. TAYLOR 
2005a). In contrast to the political debate in many countries that has revolved around 
economic efficiency versus social values in regulatory affairs, multi-stakeholder-initia-
tives are being hailed as innovative win-win responses to apparently intractable eco-
nomic and environmental problems. A variety of values are included: social, environ-
mental and commercial ones. Justifications are often couched in the discourse of sci-
ence, objectivity, independent certification, transparency, and systems management 
(PONTE 2008: 160). Scholars of political science discuss these approaches as examples of 
“new spheres of authority beyond the nation state” (PATTBERG 2005a) or initiatives that 
address the “mis-match of regulatory scope and actual economic structures” (MURRAY 
1998: 60).  

There are several civil society-led schemes that focus on the area of forest certification, 
among them the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) which has been dubbed the prime 
“laboratory” thanks to its multiple sites of decision-making. The FSC was founded in 1993 
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by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF), other environmental groups, indigenous 
peoples’ groups, forest worker organisations, community forestry organisations, and 
various companies, including IKEA, Home Depot and B&Q. Apart from hopes of enhanc-
ing control over the industrial exploitation of forests, participants noted the need to ad-
equately represent the interests of the South and ensure a strong role for indigenous 
people. Advocates of social forestry expected that FSC would provide market access and 
other benefits to small-scale, low-impact, community-run ‘eco-timber’ projects 
(KRUEDENER 2000: 12; see DINGWERTH 2007: 147). Sustainable forest practices were sup-
posed to be rewarded. Hence the original target regions for certification were the tropics 
and subtropics (BURGER et al. 2005: 3). An eco-labelling approach was supposed to be 
developed and pursued in an own transnational forum by private actors, independently 
of the international framework (KLOOSTER 2005: 406; PATTBERG 2005b: 360).  

NGO engagement in favor of certification also reflected the evaluation of timber boycott 
campaigns which had assumedly accelerated the conversion of forests into agricultural 
land in some places (KLOOSTER 2005: 403). At the same time, international corporations 
and companies had become much more sensitive to public criticism and NGO activism, 
fearing consumer boycotts or broader reputational risks which would be difficult to man-
age or overcome (ibid.; DILLER 1999; GARRELTS/FLITNER 2010).   

1.2 The Ecosystem Approach of the CBD as a new context for socio-eco-
nomic monitoring 

The CBD’s Ecosystem Approach (EA) with its twelve principles has to be seen as a com-
plex and crucial part of the multi-sited governance system which tries to address the 
above-mentioned changes. These changes, of course, are occurring far beyond the realm 
of forestry. And despite a number of obvious similarities, the EA differs substantially 
from earlier versions of ecosystem management as they have existed in forestry over 
several years. First and foremost, there is a much stronger focus on different forms of 
participation as a precondition and expression of “societal choice” throughout the EA’s 
principles and implementation guidelines (IGs). Moreover, the EA does not concentrate 
on management in the traditional sense. There are also a number of outspoken state-
ments on the broader frame of governance. To structure the different components, FLIT-

NER et al. (2006: 7f) have grouped the EA principles into four sections:  

1. The central tenets of the approach, reflecting the major shift in nature protection as 
sketched out above; 

2. The design directive, defining the criteria for planning procedures that concern the 
appropriate consideration of the characteristics of the management object;  

3. The governance directive, giving normative guidance on how the achievement of aims 
and their management are to be integrated into society at large;  
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4. The management directive, describing how the objectives of management are to be 
conceived and adapted to the demands of natural – and social – changes.  

Taken as a management philosophy, the EA thus links biological, ecological and broader 
environmental questions to the sphere of social actors with differing interests and 
worldviews. Implicitly, conflicting forms of land and ecosystem use are taken into ac-
count. In the context of the EA, any management intervention can be seen as an institu-
tional arrangement, located in a wider, dynamic economic, social, political, cultural and 
of course ecological environment. The setting includes structures and processes at the 
regional, national and global levels, and the key notion of adaptive management takes 
ongoing external influences such as species invasion or climate change into account. 

The EA has been accorded a crucial role in implementing the CBD. Yet many political 
actors and scholars question whether societies are really making progress on the com-
plex environmental and social problems that are associated with ecosystem manage-
ment in general, and with the implementation of the EA itself. In principle, there is little 
doubt that some instruments of measurement and observation will be needed to judge 
the success (or failure) of the EA in implementing the CBD.  

Right from the outset, the signatories of the CBD were concerned with issues of moni-
toring and indicator development. In accordance with Art. 7 of the Convention, the focus 
was first put on ecological, natural-sciences and technology-oriented indicators (Dec. 
II/8, III/10, IV1A, IV/15, V/7, VI/7 Section B, later also VII/8, VII/30, VIII/15). The necessity 
to identify the links of social and cultural factors and drivers of ecosystem change, and 
to enable their systematic evaluation was referred to already at an early stage, as well 
(Dec. II/8, para 2, III/10, para 6). COP V urged to further develop the available and po-
tential indicators on all levels “under consideration of the Ecosystem Approach” (Dec. 
V/7, para 1b).  

The different, partly overlapping processes with regard to the developing of monitoring 
and indicators under the CBD can be briefly summarised in three points: 

First, the efforts referring to global headline indicators, which are supposed to assess the 
progress with regard to the 2010 Biodiversity Target. These headline indicators include 
health and well-being of communities who depend directly on local ecosystem goods 
and services, the proportion of products derived from sustainable sources; the ecological 
footprint and related concepts; the status and trends of linguistic diversity and numbers 
of speakers of indigenous languages, other indicators of the status of indigenous and 
traditional knowledge, indicator of access and benefit sharing, official development as-
sistance provided in support of the Convention, and indicator of technology transfer (Dec 
VIII/15 [Annex]). At the occasion of COP VII a range of trial indicators has been defined. 
Further procedures with regard to the development of indicators have been established, 
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with participation of SBSTTA, ad-hoc working groups on Access and Benefit Sharing (ABS) 
and Article 8(j) as well as of an own expert group (AHTEG) (UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/10/INF7, 
cf. also Dec. VIII/4 E, VIII/5-G, Dec. VIII/15; UNEP CBD/COP/9/7).  

Second, the development of indicators for assessing the progress with regard to goals 
and sub-targets of the Strategic Plan for the purpose of the implementation of the CBD 
(Dec. VI/26, VII/30, VIII/15). Special attention has been directed here to outcome-ori-
ented indicators that are narrowly linked to the UN Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). They resemble goals from other UN contexts (CSD, BC-Index, Human Develop-
ment Issues, basic needs, etc.), including: eradicating extreme poverty and hunger, 
achieving universal primary education; promoting gender equality and empowering 
women etc. In this context, Goal 8.2 of the Strategic Plan is explicitly mentioned (“bio-
logical resources that support sustainable livelihoods, local food security and health 
care, especially of poor people maintained”.) A range of targets and indicators were 
composed by the working group for the assessment of the implementation of the Con-
vention (Annex 1 for WGRI i/8, para 1[a][ii]; also COP/8/4/Rev.1, 46f.). With the strategic 
plan to be reviewed (Dec. IX/9) these indicators are to be evaluated as well (WGRI-3, 
building on SBSTTA-14’s possible adjustment of targets and indicators contained in the 
annex to decision VIII/15). 

Third, the development of indicators with regard to different thematic work pro-
grammes of the Convention, such as for agricultural biodiversity, inland waters, moun-
tains, islands biodiversity etc. (s. also UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/11/10, ~/INF/3). In this con-
text, further work has been claimed to be necessary (SBSTTA XI, para 3, 4, 7) and, in the 
context of forestry, the formation of a specific Liaison Group to other fora was urged for.  

All three lines with regard to the development of indicators within the CDB can be un-
derstood as components of a comprehensive orientation (guidance) concerning the de-
velopment of national (as well as sub-regional and sub-national) indicators and indicator 
systems. These components are, in the end, of high relevance for the implementation 
and the reporting (UNEP/CBD/COP/8/INF/17, Annex II). For this purpose, different rec-
ommendations have been elaborated (above all UNEP/ CBD/SBSTTA 9/10); Decision 
VII/30 places these efforts in the context of the strategic plan as well thematic pro-
grammes of work (Dec VII/30, para 11-22).  

In addition, the principles and implementation guidelines (IG) of the EA contain a number 
of both, explicit and implicit references to socio-economic monitoring and indicators. 
Several procedural aspects are mentioned there, as well. Finally reference is made to 
political initiatives at different levels (see Appendix to this document). 

Yet, despite substantial guidance on different political levels, and despite numerous at-
tempts to specify its requirements, the EA still leaves considerable room for 
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interpretation. The development of indicators raises significant problems, above all in 
respect to methodological issues (cf. UNEP/CBD/COP/8/INF/33, see also UNEP/CBD/-
AHTEG-2010-Ind/1/3). Clear measures of ‘success’ are therefore largely missing or 
keenly contested. This has been highlighted in the context of achieving the 2010 biodi-
versity target, for the status of indigenous and traditional knowledge, for issues of access 
and benefit sharing with regard to commercial and other utilisation of genetic resources, 
for the transfer of technology to developing countries, and for issues of “health and well-
being of communities dependent on biodiversity” (UNEP 2007a: 212f. and 2007b, see 
also UNEP 2005).  

Developing socio-economic indicators and related monitoring systems for the EA is 
therefore a huge and largely unresolved task, and it can be added, a task that is also not 
likely to be resolved in the near future in a comprehensive manner. However, although 
a broad political consensus in these matters seems difficult and the obstacles at different 
levels are rather obvious, the need for integrated approaches and the related need for 
widely acceptable foundations for decision-making will certainly grow in the near future, 
further enhanced by the repercussions of global environmental change. Any endeavour 
to lay such foundations is confronted with the sheer size of the undertaking and the 
manifold theoretical and methodological difficulties involved. But there is a scattered 
body of work on these issues available, and some larger attempts to draw them together 
in a synthetic manner (e.g. EMPACHER/WEHLING 1999, 2001).  

One of our starting points is the assumption that any approach to socio-economic mon-
itoring under the EA should include the broader debates on welfare and quality of life. 
These debates can enrich the question of how to concretise the EA and, just as im-
portant, help us in deciding what to measure or construct indicators for. Second, 
whereas the general picture with regard to many ecosystems is indeed characterised by 
an absence of socio-economic monitoring and related indicators, we can draw a lot from 
indicator-building processes in certain sectors, and in particular from attempts aiming at 
sustainable forest management. Extended, fruitful debates have taken place both at the 
international level (above all, Montreal, Helsinki, and the International Tropical Timber 
Organisation)(RAMETSTEINER 2007) and at the national/regional level (for example, the 
framework for British Columbia, Canada) (HICKEY/INNES 2005, 2008; GOUGH et al. 2008).  

Valuable insights, we believe, can be gained above all from an analysis of the experiences 
made in and around the development of FSC’s certification scheme. The FSC and the EA 
do have lot in common. According to SAYER and MAGINNIS (2005b: 11), certification is 
“another reflection of the same underlying trends that led to the emergences of ecosys-
tem approaches and current concepts of sustainable forest management”. In the CBD 
context, the potential of certification programmes to further the objectives of the EA 
was discussed in the groundbreaking Decision VII/11 which highlighted the need to 
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further explore this question  with a focus on the lessons learned from these approaches 
(COP 2004, Ann. II: A, 20). Such an attempt seems particularly promising because of the 
big difference in elaboration and implementation of the two approaches when it comes 
to actual management today. While hardly any tangible measures could be directly at-
tributed to the EA’s implementation so far, the FSC, as the case under consideration 
here, can be seen as a highly successful initiative in terms of material outcome (KERN 
2004), with more than 100 million hectares of forests in 81 countries certified according 
to its standard as of 2010 (FSC 2010a).  

Lessons can be learned in several respect: certification programmes address some key 
concerns in the context of the EA, such as “societal choice”, “decentralisation”, “appro-
priate spatial scales”, “economic and social incentives” (IG 4.4) and “equitable sharing of 
costs” (IG 4.8). From an analytical perspective, conducting research on the FSC is of spe-
cial interest because processes of standard setting and indicator building, broadly includ-
ing the social realm, are at the core of this scheme. One can even argue that the FSC 
represents a partial ersatz solution for the failure in establishing an international con-
vention on forests in the context of the Rio conference (cf. PATTBERG 2005a,b; 
SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005b). So indeed, FSC’s experiences – both in terms of strengths and 
weaknesses – in setting and implementing particular standards can be seen as a promis-
ing starting point to gain insight for the further concretization and implementation of 
the EA in the realm of forestry, and beyond (cf. GARRELTS/FLITNER 2010). 

1.3 Structure of the report 

The following, second chapter takes the history of social indicator development as its 
starting point. For several decades, researchers from a wide range of disciplines have 
monitored the trends and conditions that characterise and support human societies. We 
will summarise and discuss the major lines of this debate and come up with a range of 
characteristics that are specific for social indicators. The following section deals with dif-
ferent assumptions about the relationship between assessment procedures and policies. 
From it, we draw three basic lines of thought regarding the process of indicator building.  

The third chapter focuses on a number of fundamental socio-economic concerns and 
related social scientific concepts the EA explicitly and implicitly refers to. Accordingly we 
find clear references to concepts such as basic needs, collective concerns and social re-
sources (including social inclusion), and different governance concepts such as decen-
tralisation, policy integration and coherence. Important aspects of our discussion, such 
as the debates around social inclusion and decentralisation, will be illustrated by re-
search findings from the FSC context.  

The fourth chapter refers to approaches that aim at measuring these issues. We intro-
duce widely accepted indices at the international level, such as the Human Development 
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Index (HDI). At present, the Millennium Development Goals (and related indicators) rep-
resent a very influential approach promising substantial synergies. Therefore, we discuss 
this initiative in more detail, with its weaknesses and strengths. Apart from these ap-
proaches which are mainly relevant on the intergovernmental level, we will also refer to 
some of the NGO-driven approaches. Finally, we introduce decentral approaches which 
are applicable on the regional or even on the project level. 

The fifth and final chapter draws the conclusions from the previous parts and sketches a 
coherent approach for socio-economic monitoring in the EA context. We will not add 
another long list of potential indicators as this has been done often enough. Instead we 
propose a set of generic issues any approach would have to deal with and, as a second 
tier, a few considerations and potential pathways regarding procedural rules that could 
be established to facilitate the elaboration of nationally and regionally adapted indica-
tors in a participatory manner. 
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2 Assessing socio-economic dimensions: basic considerations 

2.1 Features and requirements of indicators  

Within assessment procedures, indicators are a tool of central importance. They can be 
understood as communication tools that help to establish whether a state called for by 
some given standard or criterion is actually being realised. From a functionalist perspec-
tive, indicators guide political decision-making towards the implementation of a project 
or programme. They should reduce complexity, be easily understandable and communi-
cate a broader picture than what mere numbers suggest. The purpose of selecting one 
or more indicators to describe a larger subject is reducing information overload on data 
users (POSCHEN 2000: 6; BARTHELMUS 2007). For example, the average life expectancy of 
an infant is usually taken to indicate the public health of a population. Likewise, the 
transport intensity may serve as an indicator for the general economic direction in which 
a given society is developing (SPANGENBERG/BONNIOT 1998: 13).  

In a general perspective, several categories of indicators can be differentiated (for de-
tails, see GEHRLEIN 2004). Differences include their  

• reference to valuation (analytical, descriptive, or normative);  

• aggregation level (simple, composite, or system-oriented); and their 

• analytical scope (process-, input or outcome oriented; quantitative or qualitative). 

In general, to apply indicators in a meaningful way, it must be clear which value of the 
indicator is more or less desirable than another. This requires a gradient from good to 
bad results, with different possible scales (SPANGENBERG et al. 2002: 64f.): nominal scales 
(a certain characteristic is given or not), ordinal scales (based on a hierarchy of qualita-
tively defined states), and cardinal scales (giving quantitative information). 

More specifically, according to SPANGENBERG (2002: 105) and HARSHAW et al. (2007: 20), 
indicators should have the following characteristics. They should be 

• measurable, that is, clearly defined and specific, at an appropriate scale, and with 
available data; 

• indicative, that is, credibly representative of the phenomenon they are intended to 
characterise; 

• sensitive, that is, they have to react early and sensibly to changes in what they are 
intended to monitor;: 

• cost-effective, that is, justify their cost by the value of the information they provide; 
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• comprehensive, that is, include both procedural issues (for example, related to gov-
ernance issues such as stakeholder and community involvement) and outcomes 

• (what social conditions are expected or desired); and 

• connected to ecosystem characteristics, that is, be responsive to management ac-
tions and practices. 

On many of these issues, there is broad consensus in the scientific literature. However, 
there are differing views on issues such as generalisability. SPANGENBERG (2002: 105), for 
example, requires indicators to be independent of a specific situation, culture or society. 
In contrast, HARSHAW et al. (2007: 20) highlight that indicators have to be credible, that 
is they have to be seen as valid by the involved actors and thus must be somehow 
grounded in their specific cultural worldviews. We will come back to the issue whether 
this represents a trade-off or whether these perspectives complement each other later 
in this chapter. 

As indicators are used at different levels of decision-making and for different purposes 
of evaluation, there must also be different levels of classification and detail (SPANGENBERG 

2002). Thus a balance must be sought between generic considerations to address com-
mon concerns across local, regional, provincial and national scales, and site-specific con-
siderations. In the course of “top-down/bottom-up approaches” (CHAMARET/O’CON-

NOR/RÉCOCHÉ 2007) we follow scholars who assume that categories are needed in order 
to be able to compare situations or projects (e.g. O’CONNOR/SPANGENBERG 2008). Catego-
ries are a synonym for constitutive elements or dimensions of a normative framework, 
such as ‘knowledge’, a ‘healthy life’, or ‘social inclusion’. The next level of hierarchy could 
consist of rules or criteria which concretise the categories. Only then, indicators come in 
and provide detailed information (cf. HARTMUTH 2004; HARTMUTH et al. 2006). 

With regard to such a conceptual hierarchy, much can be learnt from the FSC’s norma-
tive framework which consists of ten principles and 56 criteria. A principle (coming close 
to the ‘categories’ above) is defined as an “essential rule or element ... of forest stew-
ardship” (FSC 1996: 12). Principles which are of explicit interest in the given socio-eco-
nomic context are Pr. 2 (Tenure and Use Rights), Pr. 3 (Indigenous Peoples Rights), Pr. 4 
(Community Relations and Workers Rights), and Pr. 5 (Benefits from the Forest). In ad-
dition, Pr. 1 requires compliance with laws, among them the ILO Conventions. In com-
parison to these principles, criteria are more specific, constituting a “means of judging 
whether or not a principle has been fulfilled” (ibid.: 11). As the FSC criteria still leave 
some room for interpretation and need to be adapted to local conditions, they are given 
further meaning within the process of the development of standards. These standards 
are to be developed in each country or region involved (ibid.: 3). Standards then are 
highly specific and contain measurable elements. They include indicators (locally 
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applicable and measurable parameters in relation to a criterion) and according norms 
(the threshold or reference value given to an indicator). The overall aim remains to en-
sure consistency within the framework. On the one hand, standards are derived from 
the ‘Principles and Criteria’. On the other hand, any standards must be approved by the 
formal governing bodies of the FSC. 

This mechanism can be illustrated with principle 3 and its four criteria. While this princi-
ple may be less important in Germany, it proves to be highly relevant, for example, in 
the U.S.A.. (see figure 1). It requires that American Indian groups, for example, and their 
legal or customary rights, have to be taken into account. 

Principle 3
Indigenous
people‘s rights

Criteria
3.1 Indigenous people shall control
forest management on their lands
and territories unless they delegate
control with free and informed
consent to other agencies.
3.2 Forest management shall not
threaten or diminish, either directly
or indirectly, the resources or tenure
rights of indigenous peoples.
3.3 Sites of special cultural, 
ecological, economic, or religious
significance to indigenous peoples
shall be clearly identified in 
cooperation with such peoples, and 
recognized and protected by forest
managers. 
3.4 Indigenous peoples shall be
compensated for the application of 
their traditional knowledge
regarding the use of forest species
or management systems in forest
operations. This compensation is
formally agreed upon with their frere
and informed consnt before forest
operations commence. 

Standard / indicators
3.1.a - 3.1.b        e.g. 3.1.a:
Forest-management
planning on tribal lands
includes a process for
input by tribal members in 
acordance with their laws
and customs. 
3.2.a – 3.2.b      e.g. 3.2.a
Forest owners or
managers identify and 
contact American Indian 
groups who have current
legal or customary rights
to use the management
area, and invite their
particiaption in jointly
planning forestry
operations that affect their
resources. 
3.3.a – 3.3.c
3.4.a – 3.4.c

 
 
Figure 1: Regional Forest Stewardship Standard for the Lake States-Central Hardwoods Region 

(USA) (FSC – Lake States Working Group of the FSC - US, 2005: 11ff) 

2.2 Social indicators: why and how they are different 

Today’s prevailing assumptions about the protection of ecosystems suggest that this ob-
jective is intimately linked to what were long considered ‘internal’ problems of the social 
domain, such as social justice, gender equality or political participation. The conse-
quences of this new view are far-reaching: nature conservation policies have to address 
a large part of the processes by which societies manage the material and symbolic con-
ditions of their reproduction, including social, economic, political and cultural principles 
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that guide the distribution of environmental resources (BECKER et al. 1999, quoted in LIT-

TIG/GRIEßLER 2001: 70). This certainly implies, in turn, that indicators are also needed that 
help us to observe, characterise and communicate changes in the social realm.  

Concern with the development of more sophisticated instruments for social reporting 
already emerged in the late 1960s, when measures of material wealth alone no longer 
seemed satisfactory to describe societal development. Social scientists, mostly from so-
ciology (see FERRISS 2006), philosophy (see MICHALOS 2006), economics (see 
HICKS/STREETEN 1979) and social psychology (see PAVOT 2006), began to work on a 
broader set of social indicators that would better be able to represent the welfare of a 
country over time than the classical GNP per capita measure. As a result, social indicators 
today focus strongly on the non-monetary dimensions of social well-being. They can be 
related to the quality of the health system, educational institutions, or welfare arrange-
ments, or connected to discourses of social exclusion and distributive justice (FRØNES 
2007: 5; see below in more detail).  

In the broadest sense, these social or socio-economic indicators are regarded as instru-
ments for the regular observation and analysis of social change (SHELDON/MOORE 1968). 
Numerous definitions of social indicators exist (see NOLL 2004b; SHARPE/SMITH 2005; SIRGY 
et al. 2006). FRØNES (2007: 6), for example, regards social indicators as a tool “to meet 
the need for planning and social reporting in the presence of complexity and change”. 

Before going into the key concepts that we deem essential for the development of such 
indicators, however, it should be highlighted that there are a number of important dif-
ferences between the realm of the social and the realm of the natural sciences, and that 
a number of specific characteristics and problems in developing indicators directly result 
therefrom. These differences have hardly been taken into account in the international 
environmental debate so far. We want to underline and briefly discuss therefore the 
following seven aspects: 

 

(1) Constructedness and reflexivity  

It may seem a truism that the social realm is socially constructed, yet this statement can 
lead and has led to a lot of misunderstandings, particularly (but not only) on the side of 
natural scientists. Suffice it to say, in this context, that all social phenomena, such as 
structures, institutions or processes originate in socially embedded human action at 
some point, and this implies that they are not only open, but also inextricably bound to 
interpretation and negotiation. A key consequence is the reflexivity of social phenom-
ena. In simple words, humans constantly interpret and re-interpret their own and other 
humans’ actions, and these interpretations influence their later actions, behaviour and 
worldviews. This obviously creates an own class of difficulties when it comes to the 
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measurement of social phenomena. All the following aspects are somehow specifica-
tions that emanate from this basic ‘nature’ of the social.  

(2) Normativity 

Social action always has normative foundations and implications. This is certainly true 
for social or socio-economic indicators that are related to welfare or social well-being. 
The choice of which indicators to employ has immediate consequences for what social 
conditions are analysed, and what policy action could be recommended. Behind these 
definitional choices are important and often long-running theoretical and political de-
bates about what generates well-being, innovation, what is wealth, poverty and so on. 
General consensus on these issues is highly unlikely, and thus social indicator building 
will always be a negotiation process that involves much controversy (see COBB 2000: 2; 
EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 57; BEAUVAIS/JENSON 2002: 4; NOLL 2005).  

Furthermore, social phenomena have a value of their own, values that are legitimate in 
themselves, and not because of their positive effect on sustainability or with regard to 
their societal functions (EMPACHER/WEHLING 1999: 5 ff.; LITTIG/GRIEßLER 2001: 70). 

(3) Objectivity and subjectivity 

Social phenomena can be viewed as part of objective constellations and resources which 
are defined in terms of, for instance, money, property, shelter, knowledge, and health. 
Such issues are covered by the ‘basic needs’ concept which will be discussed below. 
However, take employment statistics for forest dependent communities: they may say 
little about the quality of work in terms of long-term stability, safety, advancement op-
portunities and training (HARSHAW et al. 2007: 19). This leads us to the issue of subjectiv-
ity of social concerns, and the experience of individuals in terms of life satisfaction, pleas-
ure, happiness, and achievement that also have to be addressed (VEENHOVEN 1996; 2002; 
see NOLL 2005: 194). Historically, the American Quality of Life Approach (CAMPBELL 1972; 
CAMPBELL et al. 1975; ANDREWS/WITHEY 1976) is the reference point of contemporary sub-
jective indicators. Here, the individual is considered to be the expert for measuring the 
quality of life – “The quality of life must be in the eye of the beholder” (CAMPBELL 1972: 
442). The subjective perception of risks and opportunities inherent to social policies is a 
relevant factor with regard to the public acceptance of institutional change, i.e. new pol-
icies such as those suggested for sustainable development. This poses a serious chal-
lenge to all new policies, as people tend to be risk-averse, often preferring the current 
bad to a potential good as long as they have not experienced it (SPANGENBERG/OMANN 
2006: 328).  

In recent years, the necessity of subjective measures has also been discussed in natural 
resource management. According to PRESCOTT-ALLEN (2001), the economic valuation of 
life may distort and trivialise those things that people value, such as clean air, traditional 
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practices, or freedom. ANGELSEN and WUNDER (2003: 3), elaborating on the forest-poverty 
link, highlight that the welfare status alone of people living in and near forests tends to 
say little about their interaction with forest assets. However, there are also clear limita-
tions to subjective measures. First, different filters and strategic behaviours often make 
people conceal their true situations to outsiders. Second, perceptions may differ dra-
matically, even between neighbouring villages (ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 12). Valuation 
itself is influenced by historical, cultural and political circumstances. And third, subjective 
indicators have still not been tested sufficiently in developing countries (ibid.: 9).  

With the acknowledged strengths and weaknesses of both, objective and subjective 
measures, there is quite a broad consensus today that both dimensions should be taken 
into account (NOLL/ZAPF 1994; EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001; SPANGENBERG/OMANN 2006). 

(4) Ambivalence 

A direct consequence of the characteristics mentioned above is that issues and aspects 
in the social realm are not seldomly characterised by ambivalence. This means that indi-
cators for related phenomena are difficult to ‘calibrate’ and broadly infused with cultural 
and socio-political judgments. A good illustration for this can be found in the attempts 
to build indicators for ‘social cohesion’ (see below for more details about this concept). 
On the one hand, positive associations between social cohesion and quality of life have 
been identified, in terms of individual well-being (BERGER-SCHMITT/NOLL 2000) and even 
macroeconomic performance (PUTNAM 1993). On the other hand, several researchers 
have argued that strong ties within a community can also be accompanied by the ten-
dency to discriminate and exclude those who do not belong to the community (EM-

PACHER/WEHLING 2001: 41). Strong social cohesion within a community which is itself ex-
clusive towards non-members leads to the question whether social cohesion itself can 
be a threat to social cohesion on a larger scale (JENSON 1998: 4). In addition, if social 
cohesion is defined as an “absence of general conflict within society and of any serious 
challenge to the existing order and system” (see BEAUVAIS/JENSON 2002: 3), this may po-
tentially lead to a denial of the legitimacy and necessity of conflict in pluralist societies. 

(5) Necessary openness to change  

Both ecological and social systems have a history of ongoing change. For the latter, this 
is valid for individuals as well as for social groups, both actively reacting on changes in 
their environment. Such normal change asks for dynamic indicators and a critical eye on 
any absolute thresholds or fixed standards. Just as importantly, it stands in a certain ten-
sion to claims of sustaining given social structures or their function for future generations 
(‘social resilience’). Hence, there is an inherent danger of structural or functional con-
servatism in any approach aiming to normalise certain societal states or developmental 
stages. It is now widely accepted that ecosystemic changes cause manifold changes in 
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human well-being (MA 2005a: V). In that context, sustainability can no longer be seen as 
a permanent continuation of the present situation, but “embraces the concept of the 
ability to adapt to changing needs” (SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005b: 5).. 

(6) Spatiality and scale 

Contrary to widespread interpretations, the “appropriate scales” as conceived under the 
EA clearly recognise that scale in this context is not primarily about natural ecosystem 
boundaries. Environmental problems and their social correlates do not exist as such, but 
are defined by human agents, often by scientists (JAX 2005, quoted in GÖRG/RAUSCHMEYER 
2009). These definitions, including the choice of appropriate indicators, are mediated 
through culture, economy and politics and they are constructed and re-constituted 
through conflict. Interestingly, the variation across sites among proposed social criteria 
and indicators often proves to be greater than the variation among ecological criteria, 
reflecting both social diversity and methodological difficulty in making assessments of 
human well-being (CIFOR 1999: 4). Thus, in social terms, the delimitation of the objects 
to look at and to act upon remains far from trivial. In general, communities, rules, and 
institutions are often linked, more or less loosely, to specific geographic entities. Still, 
decision-making is rarely confined to one such entity. And redefining problems may not 
only shift the configuration of relevant scales, but outright constitute the political dimen-
sion of an environmental issue (RANGAN/KULL 2008). Consequently, it can be extremely 
difficult in the social dimension to agree on the relevant geographic extent of the phe-
nomena to be monitored (MA 2003: 110ff.; GÖRG 2007 a,b,c; FLITNER/GÖRG 2008) and on 
the relevant political levels (see also below).  

(7) Involvement and consent 

The collection of socio-economic data by and large depends on an involvement of social 
actors; on some kind of active participation. This creates new social relations, namely 
between the subjects of research and the researchers as subjects themselves. Such re-
lationships become particularly important in the light of the growing role of subjective 
indicators over the last decades (see 3, above). On a more practical level, social monitor-
ing efforts and the collection of related data often prove to be a complex matter. This is 
the case, for example, in Aboriginal communities, where census information “is blurred 
at best and both the intricacies and cultural context of traditional ecological knowledge 
can be lost in standardised data mining techniques focused on quantitative indicators” 
(GOUGH et al. 2008: 428). In international legal instruments such as the CBD, there is clear 
recognition of the need to obtain the prior informed consent (PIC) of the communities 
concerned in matters related to them. 

2.3 Conceptualising impact assessments 
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Since the late 1960s, when many states enacted legislation for an Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA) of projects, there has been a growing level of interest in the procedures 
for different kinds of assessments (HERTIN et al. 2007; JACOB et al. 2007). Social Impact 
Assessments (SIAs) represent an important part of these procedures (EGRÉ/SENÉCAL 2003; 
SCOTT/OELOFSE 1998, 2005; VANCLAY 1999, 2002, 2006). Recent years have seen a signifi-
cant evolution in practices at the supranational, national and sub-national levels, and 
the focus has been widened from specific projects to the plans, programmes and policies 
from which they are derived. In addition, there have been efforts to “upstream” assess-
ment into earlier stages of decision-making and to link it more strongly with central-level 
policy-making (OWENS et al. 2004). 

Broadly speaking, impact assessments (notwithstanding their differences, see RADAELLI 
2005) aim to identify the major impacts, also the unintended ones, a project or a policy 
has or may have. They are carried out either before the final decision is taken (“predict-
ing impacts”) or after the policy has been set into motion (“evaluating impacts”) (BART-

LETT/KURIAN 1999). The basic objectives of impact assessment are to broaden and 
strengthen the role of foresight and integration in decision-making, thus “rationalising 
the policy mess” (HERTIN et al. 2007), and to reinforce administrative accountability 
through disclosure of the considerations that have played a part in public decisions.  

Of particular interest in the theoretical discussion on impact assessments are their ‘na-
ture’ and their logic of functioning, in what concerns, for example, the role of science. In 
that context, the (contested) question is what role impact assessments play in decision-
making processes, in so far as, for example, they enhance learning opportunities. 

In the following sub-sections, we roughly trace the lines of differentiation in a largely 
polarised debate (see CASHMORE 2004; OWENS et al. 2004, HERTIN et al. 2007). On the one 
hand, the debate is marked by traditional conceptions of impact assessments, pervasive 
in the literature of the 1970s and 1980s. These approaches are rooted in a positivist view 
of public policy-making, and procedures are designed in a way that they correspond with 
the rationalist model of problem solving. On the other hand, the concept of a neutral, 
objective device is rejected and inclusive, deliberative and participative models are ad-
vocated. Recently, a third approach has emerged that stresses the need to carefully se-
lect and combine the different approaches.  

2.3.1 The traditional rationalist model  

The design and undertaking of an impact assessment is seen in terms of a research prob-
lem. Generally, the process should be based on accepted scientific principles and proce-
dures if it is to be perceived as credible. Thus, scientific objectives must be defined, mod-
elling undertaken, and recommendations by external experts sought.  
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All conceptions of impact assessment (in their ideal types) are at least implicitly based 
on a number of assumptions about the policy process and the role of knowledge within 
it (BARTLETT/KURIAN 1999). The traditional view assumes the following.  

Impact assessments are understood as applied science, with strict demarcations be-
tween facts and values; a separation of powers is deemed to exist between neutral, au-
thoritative experts and the decision-makers whom they advise. In this sense, assessment 
is understood as an objective practice, valued for its scientific authority (HOUSE 1993: 
30). 

The policy process is thought to be linear. Corresponding handbooks and guidelines set 
out a sequence of analytical steps that policy assessments should follow. The process 
normally starts with the identification of a policy problem or objective, runs through an 
analysis of options and their impacts and leads to a weighing up of alternatives that 
points to the best policy choice. Findings of assessments are translated in a straightfor-
ward manner into the substance of policy (see HERTIN et al. 2007). 

The existence of a central decision-maker who selects a policy option on the basis of 
expected net benefits. Further, it is expected, that better information necessarily leads 
to more rational policies, which are designed to address identified problems or objec-
tives. Finally, it is hoped that by undertaking preliminary assessments, impacts can be 
anticipated with a certain degree of accuracy.  

The emphasis placed on scientific methods reflects, according to CASHMORE (2004: 409), 
the “esteem scientific endeavour is afforded, the zealous faith of many policy makers, 
technocracy and of scientists of their craft, and the dominance of systems theory at their 
time”.  

Although rooted in the literature of the 1970s and 1980s, the principles of this paradigm 
are evident in more recent literature. Though not always present in such a pure form, 
the technical-rationalist model can be seen reflected in policy rhetoric and in legislative 
texts. Thus, this view has been influential and a set of institutions have been built around 
it (INNES 1998; INNES/BOOHER 2000; OWENS et al. 2004).  

Scholars of policy science and the sociology of knowledge have questioned the rationale 
of such impact assessments (overview: OWENS et al. 2004; HERTIN et al. 2007).  

The above-mentioned policy cycle under certain circumstances may be a useful heuristic 
device. Generally, however, a rationalist, linear conception of the policy process is not 
seen as representing an empirically robust model. Rather, political decision-making is 
characterised by discontinuities, dynamic change and a loose coupling of problems and 
policies (KINGDON 1984; SABATIER/JENKINS-SMITH 1993, 1999).  



Draft report 

  31 

In addition, the existence of unitary decision-makers or central steering mechanisms 
cannot be assumed. Rather, as has been highlighted by the broader debate on govern-
ance (overview, for example, BRUNNENGRÄBER et al. 2004), policy decisions are the out-
come of complex actor and interest constellations in which the boundaries between 
public and private sectors become blurred (STOKER 1998: 17).  

The role of knowledge to determine political processes is often overestimated, large 
quantities of knowledge produced for the benefit of policy are never used in policy-mak-
ing (IN’T VELD 2000: 154). The “little effect” of knowledge on decision-making might be 
explained by the finding that dominant interests can afford to not learn from assessment 
exercises; to put it differently, “the greater the power, the less the rationality” (FLYVBERG 
1998). 

Apart from these interpretations of broader political processes, a post-positivist critique 
rejects the idea of neutral, objective advice and sees greater complexity at the interface 
between science and policy (MAJONE 1989; FISCHER/FORESTER 1993). Knowledge is not 
simply given, but chosen, interpreted, and constructed in accordance with and depend-
ent on general beliefs, interests, and social conditions (JASANOFF et al. 1995). Different 
actors use their knowledge strategically to gain influence. These processes have also 
been called “boundary work” (GIERYN 1983, 1995). The assertion is that the boundary of 
what can be considered scientific is neither self-evident nor stable over time. The bound-
ary between scientific and non-scientific is instead contested and continuously shifting.  

2.3.2 The deliberation model  

Against the background of the shortcomings of rationalist and positivist approaches, 
many authors have called for new “participatory” or “critical” forms of impact assess-
ment (DRYZEK 1990; DE LEON 1992; SCOTT/OELOFSE 2005). Here, impact assessment is not 
viewed as a tool employed by a technical elite for a political elite (see CASHMORE 2004: 
414). Rather, impact assessment is used in environmental governance to empower 
stakeholders and to promote an egalitarian society. Impact assessment must be charac-
terised by all things encapsulated in the notion of civic science: inclusive, deliberative 
and participatory (ibid: 413). SCOTT/OELOFSE (2005: 449) hold that SIAs and EIAs are to be 
conducted from a broader perspective of sustainable development, and that SIAs are to 
be combined with the concepts of social and environmental justice. Like all political pro-
cesses, impact assessment becomes a framework for negotiation and compromise.  

The emphasis on empowerment does not exclude elements of more conventional mod-
els of impact assessment. The predictive capabilities of natural and social sciences have 
to be harnessed to identify the likely consequences of socially defined alternatives. How-
ever, the diverse social interpretations of resource values, in addition to interactions that 
can be identified between stakeholders and multi-layered institutions, are focused on 
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(CASHMORE 2004: 414). With regard to the former, the meaning of natural resources can-
not be reduced to something as crude as a direct use value. “Rather, meaning and value 
are locally and historically embedded and socially constructed” (ibid.). 

The underlying assumptions are  

• The possibility of theory-neutral observation is rejected; what has been labelled ob-
jective scientific fact is viewed as an artificial construct. Rather, natural and social 
phenomena and their meaning are accomplished by social actors, and are spatially 
and temporally defined (ibid.).  

• Subjectivity is not an intrusion to be minimised but an essential constituent of prac-
tical rationality, in which intuition and appreciation of context are seen as intellec-
tual virtues (OWENS et al. 2004: 1948).  

• Assessment procedures should not depoliticise social and policy-related controver-
sies but should improve opportunities for deliberation in which open dialogue about 
difficult choices should take place. 

• Inclusive participation is regarded to be constitutive for democracy itself, and coop-
eration among a range of interdependent groups might ensure successful implemen-
tation. 

• Institutions can learn from experience that the process of assessment can be at least 
as important as the content, and might, in some cases, improve aspects of social 
cohesion.  

2.3.3 A third way of conceptualising impact assessments 

Deliberation models have not been without critics either. 

• It is observed that despite some significant traces of the deliberative model in a num-
ber of West European countries, the criticism of the technical-rationalist model has 
had little impact on conceptions or practices of assessment. One reason for this 
might be that critics of technical rationality have failed to provide a coherent alter-
native paradigm (OWENS et al. 2004). 

• It cannot be taken for granted that deliberative approaches avoid the problem of 
“little effect”. This is due to the often only vaguely defined “link” between participa-
tory practices and the formal institutions of representative democracy (VAN EETEN 
2001). In addition, when conducted, deliberative approaches turn out to be difficult, 
expensive and time consuming, and often end in “workshop-fatigue” and loss of in-
terest (OWENS et al 2004). At times, assessment processes become largely irrelevant 
in the face of intense political controversy (HERTIN et al. 2007: 20). Thus, the 
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assumption that deliberative approaches will lead to clear recommendations for de-
cision-makers is “heroic” (OWENS et al 2004).  

On these and other grounds, it seems reasonable to reject the polarisation between the 
technical-rationalist and the deliberation model. First, it seems difficult to generalise the 
findings. HERTIN et al. (2007: 20) found cases where learning occurred despite, rather 
than because of, instrumental conception of the procedure. This case has also been 
made by OWENS et al., who argue that “even quite technical procedures have, as an un-
intended effect, provided important apertures for deliberation and learning” (2004: 
1950, emphasis added). Learning effects can also occur in the long run. Besides, one can 
find cases where the production and use of assessment knowledge served to signal a 
political response to a perceived problem in the absence of actual policy measures (HER-

TIN et al. 2007: 29) (what might represent examples for symbolic knowledge uses).  

Finally, both empirically and conceptionally, technical and deliberative processes need 
not be mutually exclusive. Especially in case of complex and non-consensual issues, de-
liberation can be regarded not as an alternative to technical analysis but as a require-
ment for the framing of such analysis (OWENS et al. 2004: 1951).  

The crucial determinant of which approach or combination of approaches to adopt and 
which outcomes can be derived from these processes proves to be, according to BARTLETT 
and OLDGARD (2003), the wider political context in which assessments are embedded. 
With regard to this, recent research on sustainability indicators at the local level has 
shown that debates on how to choose and build these tools of assessment can enhance 
relationships of trust and networks built over time – as a result of debates on indicators 
of sustainable development. Such indicators can act as portals that help to open up av-
enues of dialogue. This creates opportunities for exchange and debate between stake-
holders who will learn about what matters to the others, and why (ASTLEITHNER et al. 
2004; RYDIN et al. 2003; RYDIN/HOLMAN 2004; HOLMAN 2007). Thus, the deliberative pro-
cess can potentially be important for partnership building and for the perceived legiti-
macy (O’CONNOR/SPANGENBERG 2008: 1405). These findings are confirmed by research on 
standard and indicator-building within different contexts of Sustainable Forest Manage-
ment, for example, the FSC and assessments in British Columbia temperate rainforests. 
According to researchers, in these cases communities felt empowered by their partici-
pation in the deliberations, and disenfranchised residents were able to access policy-
makers and voice their concerns (SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005a; FRASER et al. 2006; GOUGH et al. 
2008).  

2.4 Summary 

The term indicator literally means pointer or ‘signifier’. On the basis of this ‘signifier’, an 
issue of special interest is pointed at and described. Consequently, the issue is itself 
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transformed and the large quantity of phenomena and data is reduced to a manageable 
amount of information. Although this may seem a convenient task at first, the descrip-
tion of social issues proves to be a complex challenge. This refers to the choice, concep-
tualization and usage of the indicators. We determined different characteristics – such 
as normativity, ambivalence and contextuality – which lead to certain features and di-
viding lines. Many of these features span over a large, and sometimes polar range, e.g., 
from objective to subjective, material to non-material, individual to collective, et cetera. 
They are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Rather, for instance, combinations assessing 
both, the objective characteristics of a given situation as well as the subjective percep-
tions and attitudes, are needed in order to do justice to complex social situations. 

These conceptual aspects have certain methodical implications, particularly with regard 
to the possibility of generalisation. In our report, we assume that due to the diversity of 
the levels and situations, it is not possible to define generic indicators. For purposes of 
comparison, as they are implicit to all measurements, it seems appropriate rather to 
begin with defining categories or dimensions of the large social issues at stake.  

In the following section, we will focus on internationally discussed theoretical ap-
proaches to socio-economic concerns and related concepts.  
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3 Key socio-economic concepts and concerns 
In this chapter, different theoretical key concepts which underlie the debates on socially 
sustainable development and related monitoring approaches, especially on the interna-
tional level, are presented. The concept that is most often referred to when socio-eco-
nomic monitoring has to be given a concrete form is that of basic needs. Another debate 
that has drawn attention recently is that of collective concerns and social resources. Fi-
nally, we will discuss the governance-related concepts of decentralisation, policy inte-
gration and coherence. In that context, we will also consider the question of incentives. 

3.1 The concept of basic needs  

The basic needs concept is of special interest because it represents an (early) attempt to 
define minimum conditions of a socially sustainable development not purely along eco-
nomic criteria such as average growth rate or average income (e.g. STREETEN/BURKI 1978; 
HICKS/STREETEN 1979; BRINKERHOFF et al. 1997; EMPACHER/WEHLING 1999, 2001; AN-

GELSEN/WUNDER 2003; NUSCHELER 2005; RAUCH 2007). Many social policies on the interna-
tional level such as the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs, see below) explicitly 
draw on the basic needs concept.  

3.1.1 Origins and goals of the concept 

At the core of the debate on basic needs have been critics with regard to predominant 
growth oriented modernisation and development strategies which the dominant de-
scriptions of neoclassical economics had laid down. The social costs of such growth, 
where public poverty was the other side of the coin of private affluence, raised aware-
ness of the workings of social policy among the general public. Findings especially in third 
world countries revealed that redistribution from even high growth rates yielded “very 
meagre results” (HICKS/STREETEN 1979: 569); even worse, in many cases economic growth 
lead to a deterioration of the situation. Thus, a claim came up for development strategies 
that focussed on an improvement of the social and economic circumstances of the poor. 
The concern shifted to eradication of absolute poverty, by concentrating on the satisfac-
tion of basic needs, instead of growth strategies which aimed at building up an export 
oriented industry and/or agriculture. The basic needs concept’s underlying assumption 
doubted the assumed trickle-down-effects of a growth oriented development policy; 
these effects did not emerge or not in the necessary amount. Societal development, ra-
ther than being a result of economic stability, increasingly was seen as a precondition (cf. 
EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 23). Opposition against the belief that economic growth auto-
matically takes care of all humans needs also came from the environmentalist corner, 
notably with works such as “Limits to Growth” (MEADOWS et al. 1972). This had, in par-
ticular, implications for poverty concepts. During the 1970s and 1980s, emphasis 
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gradually shifted from physical, man-made to human and natural assets as the founda-
tion for welfare improvements. This paved the way for an integration of natural resource 
management in general and forests in particular into the discussion about basic needs 
and poverty alleviation (ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 4).  

In general, the basic needs concept bears several highly political implications (EM-

PACHER/WEHLING 2001: 24), such as priority setting for production, distribution as well as 
public goods and services. First priority is directed towards the production of goods 
which are necessary to satisfy the needs of the poor. This implies a renouncement of 
prestige objects such as national airlines, because of trade-offs between those objects 
and the fulfilment of basic needs. Because basic needs strategies also imply distribu-
tional effects “to the bottom”, they might touch the interests of privileged social groups, 
above all but not solely in developing countries. This leads to the most significant issue 
in considering a basic needs strategy, the political framework within which it can suc-
cessfully be implemented. It is obvious, that “a major restructuration in political and eco-
nomic power relationships within a society is a prerequisite for a genuine pursuit of a 
development strategy aimed at basic needs” (STREETEN/BURKI 1978: 415ff.).  

A decisive question is that of objective criteria for defining the contents of a basic needs 
bundle. While certain minimum physical conditions are necessary to sustain life, basic 
needs vary between geographical regions, climates, cultures and periods (STREETEN/BURKI 
1978: 413). This applies not only to the quality of requirements but also for its quantity 
(e.g. scope) (EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 25). However, based on general thoughts on evi-
dence and plausibility, a certain consensus with regard to a core of essential and pressing 
needs has emerged. But lists which go beyond this core needs will always be shaped by 
historical, cultural or ethical premises and perceptions, and in the consequence, will be 
contested.  

There have been many different attempts to determining basic needs. For example, 
GRANT (1997, quoted in Brinkerhoff et al. 1997: 246) defines basic needs as the minimum 
standard of living which a society should set for the poorest groups of people”. These 
minimum standards usually include nutrition, health, shelter, clean water, transport, and 
schooling. EMPACHER and WEHLING (2001: 26f.) add cultural facilities, public means of 
transport, recreation facilities and social security. Also of relevance are “adequately re-
munerated work”, “satisfying environment”, “popular participation in the making of de-
cisions that affect the lives and livelihood of the people” and “individual freedom”, 
“equal economic basic conditions”, “safeguarding basic human rights”, “national and 
cultural identity”, “individual self reliance” and perception of a sense of live and work 
(ibid.).  

In defining the package of basic needs one faces another difficulty, that is the problem 
that arises in ranking basic goods and services, like Abraham Maslow has argued. 
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EMPACHER and WEHLING (2001: 26), on the other hand, turn against an interpretation of a 
“sequence” of need satisfaction. They highlight that immaterial needs such as education, 
participation or integration of individuals in social and cultural contexts, are as essential 
as e.g. adequate housing, and their satisfaction must not be delayed. In this context, 
STREETEN and BURKI (1978: 413) distinguish different levels, that of levels for “bare sur-
vival”, “continued survival”, “continued productive survival”. With regard to the latter 
level, they (also) highlight: “certain nonmaterial needs may be added, like participation 
in making decisions affecting one’s life and work, and the relative component of poverty” 
(ibid.). In the consequence, strategies of sustainable development can not focus on the 
level of a “bare surviving” or the level “continued survival”. Rather, they have to focus 
upon a “productive survival”, meaning “to provide all human beings with the opportuni-
ties to develop their full potential” (ibid.: 412). Accordingly, the basic needs concept has 
not to be received as a “minimum satisfaction on the lowest possible level”, but as a 
strategy aiming to ensure a decent existence (EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 27).  

3.1.2 Further development  

In the 1980s the concept of basic needs has been further developed, and has got new 
accentuations. Important conceptual extensions resulted from the concept of human 
development, as conceptualised by UN Development Programme (UNDP), or the capa-
bility concept (cf. GRASSO/CANOVA 2008, 4, ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 4). This concept goes 
beyond the pure provision of material goods and services and aims at active participation 
of the disadvantaged groups, which are not regarded as passive recipients (cf. UNDP 
1995: 14) Amartya Sen, the main author of this approach, emphasises a  

“view of living as a combination of various ‘doings and beings’, with quality of life to be as-
sessed in terms of the capability to achieve valuable functionings” [the latter] “represent 
parts of the state of a person – in particular the various things that he or she manages to do 
or be in leading a life … Some functionings are very elementary, such as being adequately 
nourished, being in good health etc., others may be more complex, but still widely valued, 
such as achieving self-respect or being socially integrated” (SEN 1993: 31).  

The Human Development Index (HDI) which will be described below is in large parts 
based on these ideas. With regard to forest dwelling people, the HDI adds some valuable 
dimensions, compared to a pure income measure. People living in remote areas with 
abundant forest resources sometimes have good access to food consumption or even 
relatively high cash incomes. However, low government service levels at the forest fron-
tier mean that they lag behind in terms of health and education indicators (AN-

GELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 4).  

A close and also influential approach that has to be mentioned in this regard is the Scan-
dinavian level-of-living approach (JOHANSSON 1973; ERIKSON 1974; ERIKSON, R./ÅBERG 1987; 
ERIKSON/UUSITALO 1987; ERIKSON 1993; UUSITALO 1994), which bases welfare 
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measurement exclusively on resources. This derives from the assumption that living con-
ditions can be judged to be favourable or unfavourable by comparing real conditions 
with normative criteria like values, goals or objectives. Thus welfare is understood as 
“the individual’s command over, under given determinants, mobilisable resources, with 
whose help he or she can control and consciously direct his or her living conditions” 
(ERIKSON 1974: 275, see also ERIKSON 1993: 72 ff.). This notion of welfare assumes an in-
dividual citizen as an active, creative being, and the autonomous definer of his own ends. 
The resources are mere means to the latter (TÅHLIN 1990: 166). Resources are defined in 
terms of money, property, knowledge, psychic and physical energy, social relations (see 
below), security etc. (ERISKON/UUSITALO 1987: 189). At the centre of this approach are 
objective living conditions, life chances and their determinants.  

EMPACHER and WEHLING (2001: 28) summarise: The aim of development strategies can 
not (alone) consist of a social policy motivated redistribution of resources and services. 
Rather, development strategies should consist in measures which enable the poor and 
disadvantaged groups to satisfy their needs actively, in parts based on own activities. 
Only such a path would ensure a long-lasting existence. This implies, e.g., improving the 
access to capital, technology and/or markets. This, again, is one element of crucial im-
portance in the basic needs concept: “The purpose of development is to raise the sus-
tainable level of living of the masses of poor people as rapidly as is feasible and to pro-
vide all human beings with the opportunity to develop their full potential” 
(STREETEN/BURKI 1978: 421). 

So far, the concept of basic needs and the satisfaction of basic needs has primarily dis-
cussed with regard to poverty reduction in developing countries. For three reasons, how-
ever, the concept is also of global relevance, including both industrialised countries and 
countries in transition (cf. EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 28):  

• First, the basic needs approach does not aim at an absolute physical minimum level 
which is universally applicable. It rather aims at basic material and immaterial con-
ditions of a decent human existence, under different societal and cultural conditions.  

• Second, regarding the economic and social development in recent years, in particu-
lar ongoing unemployment rates, industrialised countries also show deficits with re-
gard to the satisfaction of basic needs. Above all, this applies for the realm of occu-
pation and the provision with appropriate and affordable housing, but also with re-
gard to education and provision with health services (e.g. in the US). The satisfaction 
of basic needs represents an important benchmark for industrialised countries for 
assessing the commitment to social sustainability and social justice (or the opposite).  

• Third, the concept of basic needs has deeply influenced the debate on so called fields 
of needs, an important discourse within the broader debate on sustainability. This 
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perspective highlights the issue of consumption of resources and causation of envi-
ronmental pollution in the context of needs satisfaction (nutrition, mobility, spare 
time, recreation) in different societies. The potential of the approach consists, ac-
cording to EMPACHER and WEHLING (2001: 29) in the following perspective: Rather 
than optimising given products (for example, hybrid engines replacing engines that 
run by fossil fuels) the issue is how societal needs such as mobility can be satisfied 
in a more environmentally and socially sound manner. Thus, the contribution of the 
basic needs concept could consists in a societal debate on social minimum objectives 
or in priority settings with regard to different fields of needs.  

• Fourth, with reference to the claim of intragenerational justice, there is the need for 
equal opportunity of access to basic societal resources and institutions (education, 
medical care, mobility, capital etc.). This applies to income distribution, participation 
issues, and to a large degree to gender issues.  

3.1.3 Recent debates on ecosystem services and basic needs 

Recent debates focus on the linkages between so called ecosystems services (and their 
change) and the fulfilment of basic needs in terms of nutrition, shelter, health and social 
security (MA 2003; MA 2005a,b,c). The MA conducts integrated assessments not only at 
a global scale, but at multiple scales (understood in physical terms). The relevance of 
sub-global dimensions of ecosystem change and biodiversity loss is emphasised (MA 
2005c: 31). The understanding and the impacts of, as well as the policy responses to 
global environmental problems such as biodiversity loss differ to a relevant degree at 
regional or local scales. Particularly, this applies to ecosystem services for human well-
being.  

Ecosystem services are the benefits people obtain from ecosystems. These include  

• provisioning services such as food, water, timber, and fiber;  

• regulating services that affect climate, floods, disease, wastes, and water quality;  

• cultural services that provide recreational, aesthetic, and spiritual benefits; and 

• supporting services such as soil formation, photosynthesis, and nutrient cycling (MA 
2005a: V).  

In the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and extensively 
than in any comparable period of time in human history. This was largely due to the 
growing demands for food, fresh water, timber, and fuel. This transformation of the 
planet has contributed to substantial net gains in human well-being and economic. How-
ever, many critical points are raised: 
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• First, this has resulted in substantial and largely irreversible ecosystem degradation, 
and some ecosystem services have been exploited at the expense of others, above 
all, the regulating ones (GÖRG 2007b: 87).  

• Second, not all regions and groups of people have benefited from this process (MA 
2005a: 12ff. and ch. 3); changes in ecosystems typically yield benefits for some peo-
ple and exact costs on others who may either lose access to resources or livelihoods 
or be affected by externalities associated with the change.1  

• Third, for several reasons, groups such as the poor, women, and indigenous commu-
nities have tended to be negatively affected (MA 2005a: 62).  

GÖRG and RAUSCHMEYER (2009) call these effects ‘misplacement of environmental degra-
dation’. The aim of the term is to address the impacts on ecosystem services in other 
parts of the world while providing human well-being for a particular society in a specific 
region or nation state. Consequently, the degradation of ecosystems represents a signif-
icant barrier to achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MA 2005a: 61ff., see 
above). One example is the goal of hunger eradication. Notwithstanding economic and 
social factors which are often the primary determinants of hunger, food production re-
mains an important factor, particularly among the rural poor. Ecosystem conditions, 
such as climate, soil degradation, and water availability influence progress towards the 
goal of eradicating extreme poverty and hunger (Goal 1), halving, between 1990 and 
2015, the proportion of people who suffer from hunger (Target 2) (MA 2005a: 61). 

The issue of  profits and gains – and identifying winners and losers – is linked to many 
challenges:  

• First, the reliance of the rural poor on different ecosystems (such as forest ones) is 
rarely measured and this typically overlooked in national statistics and poverty 

                                                            
1 RANGANATHAN et al. (2008: 5-7) describe this pattern on the hand of mangrove conversion. From 
the perspective of a shrimp farmer, converting mangroves to aquaculture makes financial sense, 
at least for given time frame when a commercial shrimp farm is productive. However, from a 
fuller cost accounting perspective the economics for shrimp aquaculture are rather negative. In-
tact mangroves provide a number of important services that are not captured in the marketplace, 
e.g. supporting offshore fisheries through the provision of nursery habitat for marine life as well 
as storm protection for coastal communities. At the same time shrimp aquaculture has a number 
of environmental and social costs not typically borne by the farmer. This includes water pollution 
and land degradation, and particularly applies when the site is abandoned for another location, 
due to declined yields. Often a wasteland is left behind that is unfit for further productive use. In 
addition, aquaculture enjoys a number of input subsidies including nominal land rent and taxes. 
Taking these additional factors into account, a fuller comparison of the economic value of intact 
mangroves and shrimps farms reveals the net present value of intact mangroves. A second exam-
ple is impact of the purchase of fishing rights by the European Union on regional fisheries on the 
West-African coast (see MA 2005b: 13; MA 2005c: 490-492).  
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assessments. This can result in inappropriate strategies that do not take the role of 
the environment in poverty reduction into account. For example, a relevant part of 
household income for rural communities in forested regions is derived from sources 
typically not included in national statistics. This includes harvesting wild food, fod-
der, medicinal plants, and timber. These activities generate a much higher propor-
tion of poorer families’ total income than of wealthy families’ and this income was 
of particular significance in periods of shortcomings in other livelihoods (predicted 
or unpredicted) (MA 2005a: 62f.).  

• Second, ecosystem changes affect different social groups differently. For example, 
the indicators for monitoring the MDGs contain the proportion of land area covered 
by forest, in order to indicate the importance of a forest in a country and in order to 
take the variety of functions which are fulfilled by forests into account (e.g. provision 
of goods such as timber and non-timber products as well as services such as protec-
tion against flooding). At the same time, there is ample evidence that these forest 
areas may mean and imply entirely different things e.g. for men and women in a 
certain region (UN 2003: 56ff.). 

• Third, with the MA (2003: 107ff. and 2005b: 61ff.) one can state that outcomes at a 
given level are often decisively influenced by interactions of ecological, socioeco-
nomic, and political factors from other levels. Focusing solely on a single level is likely 
to miss such interactions, and there is seldom one ideal level at which to conduct an 
ecosystem assessment that will suit several purposes. Social, political and economic 
processes can be more easily observed at some levels than others, and these may 
vary widely in terms of duration and extent. A multilevel approach which simultane-
ously uses larger and smaller level assessments can help identify dynamics of the 
system that otherwise would be overlooked. Trends that occur at much larger levels 
may go unnoticed in purely local scale assessments. However, as the MA notes, the 
choice of scale and boundaries of an assessment is “not politically neutral. It can 
implicitly favour certain groups, systems of knowledge, types of information, and 
modes of expression.” Focusing solely on a single scale can miss these interactions. 
Looking at a particular issue top-down, from the perspective of larger scales or 
higher institutional levels, can lead to different conclusions than looking at the same 
issue bottom-up, from the perspective of smaller scales or lower levels (BERKES 2002; 
LOVELL et al. 2002). 

3.1.4 Relevance for the EA 

The debate on basic needs is less visible in the EA. To be sure, “economic, cultural, and 
societal needs” are mentioned in the first principle and the implementation guidelines 
refer to “human needs” and “critical needs” here and there. But there is no clear 
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reference made to material minimum standards or categories of human needs as it is 
typical for the basic needs concept. However, for two reasons we argue to bring in just 
these material minimum standards. First, in the broader CBD context, reference is made 
to the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) which are largely based on basic needs 
concepts. Above all, this applies to the 2010 Biodiversity Target (COP 6 Decision VI/26) 
and the global headline indicators (see Appendix) respectively, and it applies also to doc-
uments such as the Global Biodiversity Outlook 2 (cf. SECRETARIAT OF THE CBD 2006: 29ff.). 
Second, and this argument is equally important: FSC-related research findings reveal that 
procedural mechanisms alone are not sufficient in order to improve the material situa-
tion on the local level (to implement and to measure). Here, there is a strong need just 
for minimum standards (see below for more detail).  

3.2 Collective concerns and social resources 

When it comes to measurements of social issues, many approaches focus either explic-
itly or implicitly on individuals. Today, there is a growing recognition of the embed-
dedness of individuals and households. Increasing evidence shows that societal integra-
tion of individuals is critical for societal development to be sustainable and there is wide-
spread consensus that social qualities like equality, equity, and freedom and solidarity 
matter. These issues are raised in integrative frameworks of social cohesion and inclu-
sion. With regard to a third concept, that of social capital (cf. COLEMAN 1988; PUTNAM 
1993; 2000), we are rather sceptical, mainly because of its economistic and functionalist 
slant (cf. SPANGENBERG/OMANN 2006: 322).However these concepts are closely related to 
each other, in parts they clearly overlap, and actors like the World Bank have used social 
cohesion and social capital synonymously. Some authors maintain that social capital is 
the weakest concept in terms of policy prescriptions (BEAUVAIS/JENSON 2002: v). In the 
following paragraph, we will briefly draw on the two former concepts which address col-
lective concerns. 

3.2.1 Social cohesion 

According to KEARNS and FORREST (2000, quoted in BEAUVAIS/JENSON 2002, 2) “a socially 
cohesive society is one in which the members share common values which enable them 
to identify common aims and objectives and share a common set of moral principles and 
codes of behaviour through which to conduct their relations with one another.” 

Since the end of the last century, the concept of social cohesion has received great at-
tention in policy circles at the national and supranational level (surveys in BEAUVAIS/JEN-

SON 2002; BERGER-SCHMITT 2002; CHIESI 2005). The OECD, the European Commission and 
others have concerned themselves with issues of social cohesion (cf. ATKINSON et al. 
2002). According to CHIESI (2005), the risks and uncertainties of ongoing transformations 
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seem to demand efforts to foster social cohesion at the global level, while at the same 
time the valorisation of the local solidarities and traditional identities is endangered by 
globalisation processes. In Europe, for instance, social cohesion of societies is widely 
seen as being threatened by income inequality, poverty, unemployment, crime, but also 
by new technologies (cf. JENSON 1998; BEAUVAIS/JENSON 2002). In the consequence, there 
is a return to concerns for distributional matters since well-being considers both distri-
butional and economic security.  

In other words, social cohesion is considered to be a characteristic of a society dealing 
with the relations among members of that society and the bonding effect of these rela-
tions. Aspects often mentioned in describing social cohesion are shared values such as 
“realising justice between people” (SPANGENBERG 2004: 75), feelings of a common iden-
tity, a sense of belonging to the same community, trust among members, and the reduc-
tion of disparities.2 There have been various efforts to determine the characteristics of 
the concept, and the following five stand out: 

• Belonging / isolation, meaning shared values, identity, feelings of commitment; 

• Inclusion / exclusion, concerning equal opportunities of access (see below); 

• Participation / non-involvement; 

• Recognition / rejection, which address the issue of respecting and tolerating differ-
ences in a pluralist society; 

• Legitimacy, with respect to institutions acting as a mediator in conflicts within a plu-
ralist society. 

To sum up, two aspects of policies which pursue the goal of “social cohesion” can gen-
erally be distinguished (BERGER-SCHMITT/NOLL 2000: 13). The first aims to reduce inequal-
ities, fragmentations and disparities. When measured, researchers are interested in 
(e.g.) indicators for social mobility, access to education, income distribution, and gender-
related issues (EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 75). 

The second aims to strengthen social relations, ties and commitments to and within com-
munities. In order to operationalise features of social cohesion, it could be referred to 
Putnams three main areas important to building social ties (what he calls social capital): 
civic engagement, informal social engagement, and tolerance combined with trust (see 
Table 1, following page). Civic engagement is exemplified through voting, political 
knowledge, trust and the simple act of joining and being regularly involved in organised 
groups. This membership action has a very significant impact on individual health and 
                                                            
2 The sociologist Durkheim was the first to use the concept of social cohesion, considering it as an 
ordering feature of a society and defining it as the interdependence between the members of a 
society, shared loyalties and solidarity (cf. JENSON 1998).  
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well-being, because joining a group expands the individual’s social consciousness and 
reduces the distance from family, friends and communities. According to him, social cap-
ital is a networking process that translates into an individual’s effectiveness in the com-
munity and workplace, and a resource that ties communities together. The latter is as-
sumed to directly contribute to an improved quality of life; and EMPACHER and WEHLING 
(2001: 70) concede that persons that do not participate in societal organisations at all 
prove to be unsatisfied with their life. 

Under the aspect of social ties, socio-demographic trends such as divorcement or mar-
riage rates are often referred to (cf. COLEMAN 1988). However, these trends are con-
tested. They do not allow any conclusions for the increase or decline of societal progress, 
last but not least because new patterns of living together are neglected (EM-

PACHER/WEHLING 2001: 70). A more general critic refers to the lack of covering the poten-
tial for further development in the sense of tolerance, open-mindedness to innovation 
and willingness to integrate other forms of life. There are approaches available to meas-
ure related attitudes, such as agreement to the statement that “non residents should 
have the same rights as residents have” (cf. EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 71). A further ap-
proach is the attempt to focus on the absence of discrimination.  

 

Measures of community organisational life 

Served on a committee of local organisation in last year (percent) 

Served as officer of some club or organisation in last year (percent) 

Civic and social organisation per 1000 population 

Mean number of club meetings attended in last year 

Mean number of group memberships 

Measures of engagement in public affairs 
Turnout in presidential elections, 1988 and 1992 

Attended pubic meeting on town or school affairs in last year (percent) 
Measures of community volunteerism 

Number of non-profit organisations per 1000 population 

Mean number of times worked on community project in the last year 

Mean number of times did volunteer work in last year 
Measures of informal sociability 

Agree that “I spend a lot of time visiting friends” 

Mean number of times entertained at home last year 
Measures of social trust 

Agree that “most people can be trusted”  

Agree that “most people are honest” 
Table 1: The fourteen indicators comprising Putnam’s social capital index 
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In general, social ties and bonds can be positive (e.g. the potential of forest certification 
to build social capital, i.e. help develop institutions of conflict resolution, see below) as 
well as negative ones (e.g. networks of organised criminals). It is a matter of the norma-
tive definition to distinguish both. In addition, local trust and connectedness bear much 
ambivalence. A society may be well-organised and may have strong institutions and em-
bedded reciprocal mechanisms but still not be based on trust but on fear and power, 
examples including feudal or racist societies. Formal rules can also trap people within 
harmful social arrangements. Some associations may encourage conformity, perpetuate 
adversity and inequity, and allow certain individuals to get to others to act in ways that 
suit only themselves. Thus, social cohesion can also have its dark side (PRETTY/SMITH 
2004: 633). 

3.2.2 Social inclusion/exclusion  

Social inclusion and its opposite, social exclusion are among the most widely used con-
cepts in scientific and political debates on social issues and have inspired a large body of 
writing (surveys in BERGER-SCHMITT/NOLL 2000; KRONAUER 2002).  

The origin of the concept ‘exclusion’ can be traced to France, where the term was used 
in the context of debates on “new poverty” and defined as a rupture of the relationship 
between individuals and society. It was recognised that the term was more appropriate 
to analyse the multitude of current social problems such as unemployment, instability 
of families, shortage of welfare benefits, and international migration in a common 
framework. In contrast to ‘poverty’, ‘social exclusion’ focuses more on processes and 
causes and thus represents a more analytical concept, whereas poverty is an outcome 
or a state. Differences in conceptualisation are seen in Anglo-Saxon countries in compar-
ison to approaches in the French context. The former addresses the lack of resources at 
the disposal of individuals or households, whereas the latter focuses on relational issues. 
That is to say on inadequate social participation and integration due to the denial or non-
realisation of access to social rights conferred by citizenship, which results in a rupture 
of social bonds between individuals and society. In other words, poverty is related to 
individuals and households, whereas social exclusion is related to society and the indi-
vidual’s relations to society (BERGER-SCHMITT/NOLL 2000: 16).  

With regard to these considerations, it is necessary to distinguish between the causes of 
poor living circumstances and their consequences. The causes of such circumstances can 
be traced to social institutions and, using the concept of social exclusion, can be de-
scribed as the poverty of societies. The impact of social exclusion on people is seen in 
poor living conditions at the level of individuals, and as poverty in a multidimensional 
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context (ibid.: 17). In general, different types can be identified within social exclusion 
(ibid.): 

• From the perspective of solidarity, the term is used to denote a disruption of the 
social tie between society and the individual due to the failure of institutions to in-
tegrate individuals into society. 

• It can also be a result of differentiation and specialisation; of the diversity of interests 
and capabilities of individuals. Contrary to the solidarity paradigm, social exclusion 
can be caused by the behaviour of individuals; individuals may be excluded from 
some domains due to their voluntary choices. 

• Third, social exclusion can be seen in a society that is ordered hierarchically with 
different groups controlling access to goods and services and protecting resources 
from outsiders. In this sense, social exclusion is the result of social closure by which 
better-off groups protect their privileged position.  

It makes a decisive difference whether one chooses the perspective of social exclusion 
as an individual characteristic or the perspective of social exclusion as a process rooted 
in the characteristics of social institutions. Social exclusion in the first sense describes 
the life situation of an individual that is unfavourable in one respect or another. From 
the second point of view, social exclusion refers to a social characteristic which is found 
to have an impact on the individual quality of life, or alternatively, like social cohesion, 
it is as a component of an individual’s life situation.  

So to speak, the opposite concept, social inclusion, is broadly defined as “active partici-
pation in society and broad equality of access to opportunities to develop individual tal-
ents, capacities and capabilities” (GOUGH et al. 2008: 429), or as “access to and partici-
pation in various networks of emotional, social and material support…as well as the 
types of support which are assessed “(GAUTHIER/WEISS 2005: 319).  

3.2.3 Lessons from the FSC experiences  

There are several reports from the FSC context that demonstrate how the development 
and application of indicators offers opportunities for strengthening communities’ rights 
and knowledge bases (KRUEDENER 2000, BURGER et al. 2005; HESS 2005; FRASER et al. 2006 

ELLIS/KEANE 2008). 

Moreover, the FSC also provides valuable insights for issues of social inclusion that are 
directly related to its governance structure and mechanisms. Like the EA, the FSC is 
grounded in norms of inclusiveness and aims at participation and a balanced represen-
tation of its various stakeholders and constituencies. In short, FSC intends to take the 
whole range of forest stakeholders into account (FSC 2003a: 9). These include forest 
owners, forest managers and stewards of the forest, resident forest-dependent people, 
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local communities (rural or otherwise), indigenous peoples, and forest workers. The in-
tegration of various stakes shall be ensured by a number of mechanisms: generally open 
membership to individuals and organisations, participation in the General Assembly and 
participation in the national FSC initiatives (cf. DINGWERTH 2007: 161). The FSC also seeks 
to recognize both, the interest-based stakes that different members have, and different 
geopolitical considerations affecting those stakes between rich and poor, developed and 
developing countries (GALE 2005: 20). In order to do so, a three-chamber structure has 
been built. And distinctive from other global decision-making processes, FSC is charac-
terised by its intent to base governance on an explicit North-South parity, in other words, 
to ensure a balance between ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ interests. Hence, the FSC’s eco-
nomic, environmental, and social chambers each have a Northern and a Southern sub-
chamber. FSC’s governance structure consists of splitting the total available equally be-
tween the three chambers (one third each); and then splitting each chamber vote evenly 
between Northern and Southern members (one sixth for each sub-group). Thus, regard-
less of their actual membership, all six sub-chambers have equal voting power in the 
organisation’s general assembly (GA)(for more detail, see DINGWERTH 2007). With its di-
vision of voting powers, the FSC stands in clear contrast to other international initiatives 
or intergovernmental organisations such as the International Tropical Timber Organisa-
tion (ITTO) or the Program for the Endorsement of Forest Certification (PEFC) which at-
tribute voting power according to the economic importance of different players. Further 
participatory elements, and, according to GALE (2005: 28f.), signs for devolution, include 
regional consultations and roundtables held around the globe.  

While these general features can certainly be seen as an expression of the EA philosophy 
avant la lettre, there are also some limitations in FSC's attempt to institutionalise the 
representation of different stakes in its governance mechanisms (DINGWERTH 2007: 
162ff.). Three of them shall be discussed here (cf. GARRELTS/FLITNER 2010): 

First, the boundaries between chambers are rather imprecise and, more importantly, 
the chambers themselves are highly heterogeneous. Grouping forest owners, forest 
managers, wood traders, retailers, and certifiers into a single 'economic chamber' has 
caused much concern, in particular with landowners and forest managers (CASHORE et al. 
2004: 202, quoted in DINGWERTH 2007: 167). Participation in the social chamber is equally 
broad, and indigenous groups as well as labour unions, two of the major constituencies 
of FSC’s social chamber, do not necessarily share similar interests in forest management. 
Second, there are doubts about the international balance of interest, as well. FSC’s split 
into ‘North’ and ‘South’ seems a somewhat arbitrary delimitation being based on income 
criteria (instead e.g. on a representation of the world’s population or a mix of different 
criteria) (ibid.: 168).  
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With regard to the explicitly intended parity of Northern and Southern stakeholders it 
has turned out that affirmative procedures alone are insufficient to strengthen the posi-
tion of neglected Southern interests. Significant disparities in the representation of 
stakeholders from various geographical regions are persisting, e.g. stakeholders from Af-
rican and Asian developing countries continue to play a weak role in the governance of 
the FSC. This shortcoming is exacerbated by the imbalance with regard to the crosscut-
ting divide between individual and organisational members. While organisations ac-
count for almost three-quarters of Northern membership, they are clearly outnumbered 
by individual members in the Southern sub-chambers. This implies that Northern inter-
est representation is significantly more organised, and therefore likely more effective 
than Southern representation (DINGWERTH 2008: 62f.).  

The third limitation relates to the difficult relationship of FSC with state and governmen-
tal actors. Certification schemes consciously move policy making away from governmen-
tal and intergovernmental organisations towards non-governmental ones. Actors justify 
this shift by pointing to glaring state failures with regard to environmental problem solv-
ing. Activists and NGO members claim democratic legitimacy based on a combination of 
principles, commitment to widely accepted but poorly defined principles, and participa-
tion processes in which they select the participants (MEIDINGER 1999: 130). In addition, 
they tend to internationalise policy making. In general, this implies challenges to con-
ventional definitions on democratic governance (“societal choice”), the more so because 
public authorities are formally excluded as participants in FSC decision making. This cre-
ates tensions in cases where certification standards differ substantially from state laws, 
rules and practice. Such tensions may be necessary and well justified in more than a few 
cases. The exclusion of public authorities has nevertheless been questioned, largely for 
reasons of effectiveness. Tropical country governments are often big forest owners and 
a greater participation in the rule-making process may hence appear appropriate. In 
practice, interestingly, some governments have developed domestic regulations that 
support FSC certification, either by adopting national legislation in line with FSC, or by 
requiring FSC certification in exchange for granting long-term forest concessions (exam-
ples from Latin America and South Africa in DINGWERTH 2007 and DINGWERTH/PATTBERG 
2007).  

To make a short interim conclusion: the well-crafted structure of FSC governance with 
its multilevel character does not solve all problems of “societal choice” and “social inclu-
sion”, that is democratic legitimacy and the problem of low participation of stakeholders 
from specific geographical regions. Yet we agree with GALE and HARVARD’s (2004) view 
that it is still one of the most ambitious and far-reaching attempts to build an inclusive 
and democratic governance structure beyond the classical international regimes. And at 
the same time, we would add here, it is an approach that is largely in line with the 
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groundlying first principle of the CBD’s ecosystem approach, and thus highly relevant 
when it comes to EA implementation. 

3.3 Broader governance issues  

In our introduction, we already referred to many recent changes in forest governance. 
Among them are two tendencies which we want to discuss here more in detail, that is, 
the issues of decentralisation and that of policy integration and coherence. In addition, 
we will reflect on the issue of incentives.   

3.3.1 Decentralisation  

In recent years, many governments are decentralising control over forests (in detail: 
SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005c: 183ff.). In history, the management and conservation of natural 
resources has often been a source of tensions between powerful, centralised state au-
thorities (the ruling elite) and less powerful local communities. Especially, this applies 
for forest governance that has been a reflection of the underlying tension between the 
centre and the local. In theory, centralised forest institutions were established as the 
“guarantors of the public goods and intergenerational values of forests” (ibid.), with the 
underlying belief that local forest users would be more concerned with immediate and 
private benefits. Many struggles for land and valuable timber and wildlife resources be-
tween different sectors of society were the consequence. In parts, the way in which 
rights and assets have traditionally been distributed mirrors the power structures exist-
ing in the societies concerned. And a model for forestry which evolved in Central Europe 
in the 18th century subsequently formed the basis of much forest law in the Asian and 
African tropics, giving the ownership of relevant resources such as land and timber to 
the aristocracy or the state while leaving lower value products to the peasantry (mush-
rooms, pasture, etc.). Thus, the widespread assumption that forest departments are “po-
litically neutral bodies simply applying objective science and expertise”, has to be ques-
tioned (FORSYTH 2005: 165).  

This distribution model, consciously or unconsciously, became strengthened by the na-
ture conservation movement. Protected areas such as national parks targeted at out-
standing natural features, and in many cases the control was shifted from the local to 
the state level. Till today, the number and extent of such protected areas is among the 
major indicators for the success of conservation programmes, and they are expected to 
have clearly defined boundaries, management plans etc. Set against this tendency to 
centralise “steering” has been a tradition for the development of local rules and institu-
tions to conserve and ensure equitable access to forests. According to SAYER and MAGIN-

NIS (2005c: 184), arrangements for conserving forests, water and other natural resources 
are even said to have been amongst the forces that drove the emergence of local 



 

50 

governments and democratic processes. And these traditional local forest stewardship 
arrangements have functioned successfully for centuries (ibid.); they have, however, 
been ignored by modern foresters and conservationists.  

In the past few decades, a reversal of this tendency towards centralisation has emerged. 
Numerous initiatives have been taken to devolve more management responsibility to 
local communities. The underlying argument is that local institutions have better 
knowledge of local needs. When endowed with powers, local institutions are more likely 
to respond to local aspirations. The belief in greater responsiveness is based on the as-
sumption that local authorities have better access to information about their constitu-
ents, and are more easily held accountable by local populations RIBOT et al. 2006: 2). 
Decentralisation advocates also believe that the greater efficiency and equity goes along 
with local people’s “ownership” of local decisions. Thus, related projects are hold to re-
sult in more effective investments and management and ultimately in more socially and 
environmentally sustainable development (ibid.). Especially, decentralisation is believed 
to provide incentives for local populations to maintain and protect local resources (ibid.: 
3). An finally, community natural resource management is linked to the belief in the de-
sirability of including traditional values and ecological knowledge in modern resource 
management (KELLERT et al. 2000: 705). 

Significant moves in this sense have emerged e.g. in India and Central America (RI-

BOT/AGRAWAL/LARSON 2006: 3), and in many cases, the experience with this re-shifting of 
control has proved successful in achieving the maintenance or even the extension of 
areas of species-rich indigenous forests (SAYER et al 2004). However, according to many 
reports (cf. ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003; RIBOT 2004; RIBOT et al. 2006) many problems have 
occurred, often caused by the way in which decentralisation was handled. Among the 
obstacles are insufficient budget provisions to local authorities, too rapid decentralisa-
tion, central authorities’ retained control of valuable assets, local elites coming to mo-
nopolise power, or general weakness of both central and local institutions. Then, the net 
outcome of decentralisation in terms of equity (the distribution and allocation of socio-
economic benefits and resources), empowerment (the distribution of power and status, 
particularly among local peoples, including authority devolved from central and state 
governments to local peoples and institutions, as well as participation in decision mak-
ing, sharing of control, and/or democratisation), conflict resolution (the handling and re-
solving conflicts and disputes over resources among local peoples and among local,. 
State, and national entities and interests), knowledge and awareness (the consideration, 
incorporation, and production of traditional and modern ecological knowledge in man-
aging natural resources), biodiversity protection (the conservation and protection of bi-
odiversity and associated habitats), and sustainable utilisation (the consumptive and 
nonconsumptive utilisation of natural resources in ways intended to maintain the long-
term availability of these resources in nondiminished manner) (cf. KELLERT et al. 2000: 
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707) will be negative. RIBOT et al. (2006: 18) note that, with regard to decentralisation, 
the state is not a monolithic actor: while some elements within the state pursue decen-
tralisation policies, others find their interests better served by resistance to decentrali-
sation. This also applies to the different levels. Actors at the same level – central, re-
gional, or local – are not necessarily united at a common set of interests. The authors 
also note that resistance to decentralisation in many cases comes from outside the gov-
ernment as well. NGOs and donors, by emphasising private and “civil society” institu-
tions, can encourage institutional choices that compromise the establishment of the lo-
cal democratic institutions that are the basis of effective decentralisation (ibid.).  

In other words, there are conditions under which decentralisation supports ecosystem 
approaches to management. Among these conditions is the necessity of negotiated pro-
cesses – decentralisation in response to economic crises risks leaves an institutional vac-
uum and may result in rapid resource depletion (SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005c: 185f.). Also of 
crucial importance is an effective regulatory and incentive framework in place to encour-
age local users to forego many of their prior entitlements. In particular, this applies when 
the benefits of protected areas accrue mainly art a broad public or global level (ibid.). 
Finally, local managers must have the legitimacy and be representative of local resource 
users, and assets, rights to invest in developing and retaining resource must be trans-
ferred to local managers, not just responsibility and doing away with their forest assets. 
A domain of local autonomy is needed-over significant local matters.  

The relevance of further basic conditions is confirmed by FSC experience as well. Schol-
ars as well as political actors have to take into account where the FSC devolutionary 
mechanisms have been successfully implemented – and where not. The paucity of good 
examples from large parts of Africa and Asia raises some doubts about the value of this 
approach under unfavourable conditions in terms of political decentralisation and com-
mitment to democratic decision-making in general, and of minority rights in particular. 
Where the broader requirements of ’good governance’ are largely unfulfilled, and where 
government agencies also tend to be weak (BERKES 2004: 621) or even corrupt, certifica-
tion is hardly an instrument to replace them, or just to thrive without such conditions. 
Thus the "non-state market-driven approach" (e.g. CASHORE et al. 2004) is much less self-
reliant in terms of national policies than is sometimes suggested. In other words: the 
political-economic context of decentralisation has to be taken into account (RIBOT et al. 
2006: 18). 

3.3.2 Policy integration and coherence 

Within different contexts, policy integration and coherence have become important con-
cepts in scientific and political debates. Chapter 21, the “core” institutional chapter of 
Agenda 21 (SPANGENBERG et al. 2002: 75) draws on these issues.  
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Actors and scholars are increasingly aware of the need to find ways to govern interlink-
ages (cf. SPANGENBERG/BONNIOT 1998) of different policy areas and sectors and the need 
of considering important societal goals such as sustainable development not only in one 
policy area but to integrate these into other policy areas as well. Administrative frag-
mentation, departmentalism and coordination problems are increasingly recognised as 
reasons for inefficacy and inefficiency of policies. Departmentalisation for example leads 
to a competition between sector departments regarding resources thus hindering policy 
integration and coordination. Besides sectoral fragmentation also federal, i.e. vertical 
division of functions may impede better policy coherence. This finding has become pop-
ular under the concept ‘joint-decision trap’ (cf. SCHARPF 1997). According to SHANNON and 
SCHMIDT (2002: 17), policy integration is “an activity that links policy actors, organisa-
tions, and networks across sector boundaries. Facilitating, supporting, and rewarding 
processes (incentives, see below) that cross, expand, or otherwise link policy sector 
boundaries is necessary characteristic for inter-sectoral policy integration.” Coordination 
and cooperation are often seen as an additional burden as they imply an increase in 
complexity and additional uncertainty by many actors. On the one side more information 
has to be processed and on the other side coordination is not free from hidden strategic 
motivations of the actors involved and can thus lead to the loss of ground. 

Several mechanisms which enhance policy integration are distinguished in the theoreti-
cal literature (cf. JACOB/VOLKERY 2004; PERSSON 2004; JACOB/VOLKERY 2008; 
BAUER/RAMETSTEINER 2006a). PERSSON (2004) groups the explanatory factors for the suc-
cess of policy integration into three broad categories, which are normative, organisa-
tional, and procedural.  

• Normative factors refer to values, norms and policy-making and administrative cul-
ture that set the general parameters of policy-making (PERSSON 2004: 28). These fac-
tors include high-level policy commitment and strong and clear leadership. Policy 
integration needs high-level political commitment including strong political leader-
ship to be successful. The lack of political will is often identified as a main barrier for 
better policy integration, after the lack of financial resources (PERSSON 2004; 
BAUER/RAMETSTEINER 2006b). Besides support from the top political level, policy inte-
gration also needs support from the bottom, i.e. societal backing.  

• Organisational factors for policy integration include the general government archi-
tecture, interaction of actors within and outside government, power structures, re-
source allocation and budgeting, and capacity (PERSSON 2004: 29). Strategies to over-
come impediments due to organisational arrangements include different institu-
tional reforms, such as the integration of departments and functions. The establish-
ment of new institutions (e.g. establishment of national councils; national sustaina-
ble development strategies) is a possible strategy. The assignment of existing 
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institutions with a new mandate, responsibility and accountability. Other mecha-
nisms to increase coordination and communication include inter-ministerial commit-
tees, network schemes (PERSSON 2004; JACOB/VOLKERY 2004; TILS 2007; VOLKERY/JACOB 
2008).  

• Procedural factors aim at the integration of policy objectives of one policy into other 
policy areas. They include action plans, inter-agency co-operation agreements and 
working groups, veto rights, and use of planning processes and procedures that re-
quire co-operation. Further, evaluation and assessment procedures have become 
important tools (e.g. social impact assessment). The rules of decision-making may 
also be adapted to increase coordination among different actors, including the right 
to set formal agendas, the right to develop policy proposals and the timing of partic-
ipation by different departments and agencies (PERSSON 2004).  

3.3.3 Incentives  

Incentives and especially payments for environmental services (PES) have attracted in-
creasing interest as a mechanism to translate external, non-market values of the envi-
ronment into real financial incentives for local actors to provide environmental services 
(ENGEL et al. 2008). Often, there are side objectives such as poverty alleviation or regional 
governance (cf. BÖCHER 2008).  

In general, PES works by paying providers for specific land uses that are thought to gen-
erate the desired environmental services (ES). PES is often used to conserve forests, 
however, PES in principle can promote any land use that generates external benefits, 
including many agricultural land uses (ENGEL et al. 2008). Ideally, payments would be 
made directly on the basis of the ES provided (as, e.g. payments for wildlife offspring). 
However, such ‘output-based payments’ are often not possible, as the level of provision 
of many ES cannot observed by land users; this might prevent them from managing their 
land appropriately. As a consequence, most PES programs thus base payments on adop-
tion of particular land uses. In these input-based PES programs, payments are often 
made on a per-hectare basis (referred to also as area-based PES, e.g. payment per hec-
tare of forest conserved). Other approaches measure inputs (e.g. number of trees 
planted, or working hours spent for clearing exotic species).  

As a policy instrument, PES acts like an environmental subsidy: a payment aims at induc-
ing increases in environmentally beneficial activities. According to theory, environmen-
tal subsidies can, like environmental taxes, help to internalise the value of environmental 
services into private land-use decisions. Unlike environmental taxes, however, environ-
mental subsidies suffer from several potential problems (PRETTY/SMITH 2004: 636; ENGEL 

et al. 2008: 668f.): 
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• Additionality: Subsidies are being paid for activities that would have been conducted 
anyway; 

• Leakage: Subsidies may contribute to shifting environmentally-damaging land uses 
practices elsewhere in space; 

• Counter-productivity: Some people may become organised precisely to strip land of 
its assets more effectively and putting a monetary value on wild biodiversity services 
may simply cause these resources to be diminished more rapidly. Subsidy programs 
can even create perverse incentives, that is inducing an expansion of environmen-
tally destructive activities to obtain higher subsidies later on  

• Unfair distribution: Income from (e.g.) ecotourism may be captured by only a few 
members of communities, leaving the majority with no particular reason to engage 
in sustainable management.  

3.3.4 Lessons from the FSC experiences 
Again, many lessons can be learnt in this context from FSC implementation (CF. 
GARRELTS/FLITNER 2010). Our starting point is that incentive mechanisms are not devel-
oped in a vacuum, by landscape planners or economic theorists. Rather, they develop in 
particular environmental, economic, social and political contexts. Thus, they are subject 
to activities of many stakeholders who try to influence the mechanisms. Whether the 
initiative comes from the buyers of environmental services, from the sellers, or from 
third parties (e.g. NGOs) is likely to have a relevant impact on the shape of the program. 
This has been a main result from research on FSC-certification. The core idea of eco-
labelling (as a specific type of PES) has been and still is to devise incentive schemes that 
will generate a premium on sustainably produced goods and services. Accordingly, the 
establishment of FSC was strongly linked to the hope to create opportunities and bene-
fits for sustainable forest operations, small-scale forest operations run by local people in 
particular, and extending into (if not focussing on) tropical countries where deforesta-
tion had become a globally perceived problem by the late 1980s. Having these original 
aims in mind, it has to be asked whether they have been reached after a decade and a 
half, or more precisely: what are the recognizable economic steering effects of the FSC 
scheme so far? 

There is considerable evidence today that rather than enhancing market access for social 
forestry enterprises, certification works in favour of classical industrial forest manage-
ment (KRUEDENER 2000; KLOOSTER 2005; TAYLOR 2005 a; b). As of April 2008, more than 80 
per cent of the FSC-certified forest area was situated in North America and Europe (EL-

LIS/KEANE 2008: 43ff.). Just for comparison: three years after FSC’s founding, 70 percent 
of all certified forests were still found in developing countries (TAYLOR 2005a: 136). This 
has led to the conclusion that FSC has primarily allowed well-managed forests in the 
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North to become certified while having little impact on forest management in the South. 
FSC-certification seems mainly attractive to Northern forest owners for whom costs are 
relatively low, partly as a result of high domestic regulatory standards. In turn, where 
domestic forest standards are less demanding, less enforced and often fraught with frag-
mented and disputed land tenure, the prospects of a spread of certification beyond small 
and clearly delimited ‘enclaves’ are severely diminished (EBELING 2005; EBELING/YASUÉ 
2009). One of the restrictions for this impasse are the costs of certification which are 
often prohibitive, in particular since the promise of a green premium has hardly materi-
alised so far (e.g. EBELING 2005: 103-104). Another restriction is described by KRUEDENER 
(2000: 14-15). FSC Principles and Criteria require an enterprise not only to meet (and 
maintain) the performance requirements in the field. In addition, organisational proce-
dures for planning, implementation and monitoring with clearly defined and distributed 
responsibilities (e.g. a formalised management system) are necessary. Particularly in de-
veloping countries and for small-scale enterprises, this associated level of required doc-
umentation can be problematic. The requirements of written management plans can be 
inappropriate in certain environments, e.g. for indigenous communities involved in for-
est management that may largely rely on oral transmission of knowledge. In the case of 
small-scale community operations in the South, the fulfilment of the usual requirements 
may often be impossible without outside support (KRUEDENER 2000: 14). In addition, 
there are considerable indirect costs such as investment in infrastructure, or higher 
wages due to compliance with statutory wage and social security regulations (HESS 2005: 
199f.). 

However, these are not the only factors and might not even be the most important ones. 
According to more recent and in parts very critical literature on certification schemes 
(for example, TAYLOR 2005a, b; KLOOSTER 2005; PONTE 2008), it is now largely the interests 
of involved powerful market actors that shape the operational environment and contrib-
ute to the unsatisfying course of forest certification. Today, global retailers like IKEA and 
Home Depot are the key actors in the business. It is precisely in this sector which can be 
characterised by simple supply chains and aggressive buyer pressure (BASS et al. 2001), 
that the largest success in placing certified wood is reported. Here, retailers control mar-
kets that are, according to TAYLOR (2005a: 135), not readily accessible to small-scale or 
community-based forest producers in the South. These large buyers do not only demand 
certification from their suppliers, but also high volumes, uniform characteristics and a 
competitive price. In addition, third party certification shifts the costs of audits, certifi-
cation fees, and management improvements away from retailers and onto suppliers. 
KLOOSTER (2005: 404) raises the decisive argument: “These commercial values condition 
the ability of other actors to fully realize the social and environmental values of environ-
mental certification of forests.” These shortcoming and unintended consequences have 
certainly not gone unnoticed (cf. STEWART 2003). Forest certification actors have 
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recognized many of these problems over the last years, and they are taking steps to 
ameliorate a retailer-focused mainstreaming strategy by opening niches for small and 
community forest producers. Increasing reference is being made in this context to an-
other certification scheme, that is the Fair Trade movement. This would imply an explicit 
commitment to modify trade relations in the conventional wood market, e.g. minimum 
prices, broader support for certification costs, and the development of new markets (in 
detail: TAYLOR 2005b; cf. KLOOSTER 2005). 

3.4 Summary  
One of the striking, if not counterintuitive features of the EA principles is that they do 
not begin with a reference to natural objects or ecosystemic considerations and their 
intrinsic logic. Instead, the first principle categorically states that the "objectives of man-
agement of land, water and living resources are a matter of societal choice". The further 
text and the related implementation guidelines specify this statement and make a strong 
case for participation and social inclusiveness in natural resource management, includ-
ing the need for redressing power imbalances, ensuring accountability and supporting 
capacity building as a precondition for participation where needed. In addition, the claim 
for (e.g.) a compensation of fragmented decision making responsibilities and the coop-
eration between sectors, at various levels of and among governments aims at improved 
decision making structures in terms of policy integration and coherence. Another im-
portant and crosscutting principle of the EA focuses on the need to manage ecosystems 
in an economic context. The reduction of ‘market distortions’, the ‘internalization of 
costs’ and the ‘aligning of incentives’ to promote conservation and sustainable use of 
ecosystems are named as decisive elements of a strategy in this regard. Land use change 
and the conversion of certain lands to less diverse systems are named as cases of partic-
ular importance to this principle (CBD 2000, Dec. V/6).  

Various social science concepts and approaches deal with these issues raised. It can be 
assumed that they also influenced and shaped the Ecosystem Approach within different 
international fora and debates. As has been demonstrated, some of these concepts refer 
to the ‘objective’ improvements of the material situation of different social groups. 
Other concepts rather correspond to procedural features of decision-making structures. 
Requirements for these decision-making structures are aiming at the encouragement of 
participation, a reduction of inconsistency particularly in state policies as well as the 
providing of incentives for the protection of biodiversity. Most of these objectives and 
instruments are contested and they encounter manifold limitations and restrictions 
while being implemented. We illustrated this with findings of research on the implemen-
tation of the Forest Stewardship Council (FSC). It can be concluded, at this stage, that 
socio-economic monitoring approaches should be legitimized and acknowledged. We 
recall further requirements from chapter 2 above: Sets of indicators should also be 
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• measurable, that is, clearly defined and specific, at an appropriate scale, and with 
available data, 

• indicative, that is, credibly representative of the phenomenon they are intended to 
characterise, 

• sensitive, that is, they have to react early and sensibly to changes in what they are 
intended to monitor, 

• cost-effective, that is, justify their cost by the value of the information they provide, 

• comprehensive, that is, include both procedural issues and outcomes, and 

• connected to ecosystem characteristics, that is, be responsive to management ac-
tions and practices. 

Bearing these requirements in mind, the next section will review some established and 
some more recent approaches largely approved on an international level.  
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4 Established and new approaches to socio-economic monitoring  

4.1 Human Development Index 

The well-known HDI is used to determine and indicate whether a country can be classi-
fied as developed, developing or underdeveloped. It measures three basic criteria of hu-
man development – life expectancy, literacy, education –  and the standard of living of 
countries worldwide. Thus the HDI focuses attention on wider aspects of development 
than the per capita income measure it supplanted, and opens the way for researchers to 
delve into the wide variety of more detailed measures contained in the United Nations’ 
Human Development Reports. Each year, UN member states are listed and ranked ac-
cording to these measures. The HDI measures the average achievements in a country by 
calculating the distance between the level of attainment in each country and the target 
level:  

• A long and healthy life, as measured by life expectancy at birth (25 years and 85 
years). 

• Knowledge, as measured by the adult literacy rate (with two-thirds weighting) and 
the combined primary, secondary, and tertiary gross enrolment ratio (with one-third 
weighting): 0% to 100%. 

• Combined gross enrolment ratio (0% to 100%). 

• A decent standard of living, as measured by the log of gross domestic product (GDP) 
per capita: $100 to $40,000 (US dollars in purchasing power parity [PPP] terms).  

In addition to enabling comparisons across nations, the HDI can also be used to compare 
regions or groups within a single nation. The distribution of income within a society often 
reveals more than a simple average; the disaggregation of the HDI into different popu-
lation groups creates an image of existing inequalities. The Human Development Ap-
proach recommends that one judge a society better off than another only if its institu-
tions add to the capacity of its members to lead a better life. Thus, it represents the first 
tentative step towards measuring “capabilities” or positive freedoms (COBB 2000: 11; 
SHARPE/SMITH 2005: 56-58). It aims mainly at developing countries, although the HDI has 
been informative (and in the consequence disturbing) for OECD countries as well. Unlike 
the World Bank it does not attempt to monetarise all aspects of sustainability (SPANGEN-

BERG/BONNIOT 1998: 8). On an analytical level, the HDI can serve as an example for inter-
linkage indicators, encompassing both the social and the economic dimension of sustain-
ability (ibid.: 14). 
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Dimension A long and healthy 
life 

Knowledge A decent stand-
ard of living 

Indicator Life expectancy 
at birth 

 

Adult literacy 
rate 

Adult literacy 
index 

Gross enrolment 
ratio (GER) 
GER index 

GDP per capita 
(PPP US$) 

Dimension 
Index 

Life expectancy index Education index GDP index 

Human Development Index (HDI) 

Figure 2: Construction of the HDI (UNDP 2009: 208) 

4.2 Human Poverty Index 

UNDP has also developed a Human Poverty Index (HPI). For developing countries, the 
HPI-1 concentrates on deprivations in three essential dimensions of human life already 
reflected in the HDI (longevity, knowledge and a decent standard of living): 

• The first deprivation relates to survival (the vulnerability to death at a relatively early 
age) and is represented by the proportion of the population not expected to survive 
to age 40. 

• The second relates to knowledge of being excluded from the world of reading and 
communication and is represented by the proportion of the population that is illit-
erate. 

• The third relates to a decent standard of living in terms of overall economic provi-
sioning. This dimension is represented by three variables: the proportion of the pop-
ulation without access to safe water, the proportion without access to health ser-
vices, and the proportion of moderately and severely underweight children under 
five.  

For OECD industrial countries, the HPI-2 concentrates in four dimensions of human life 
similar to those in HDI – longevity, knowledge, a decent standard of living and in addi-
tion, social inclusion. The deprivation in longevity is represented by the proportion of 
the population not expected to survive to age 60, the deprivation of knowledge by the 
proportion of the people that is not functionally literate as defined by the OECD, the 
deprivation in a decent standard of living is represented by the proportion of the popu-
lation living below the poverty line set at 50 per cent of median disposable personal 
income, and the deprivation of social inclusion is measured by the long-term (12 months 
or more) unemployment rate.  

4.3 NGO-driven approach: Basic Capabilities Index (BCI) 



 

60 

In 2004, the NGO Social Watch has developed the Basic Capabilities Index (BCI) which is 
similar to the Human Development Index (see above). Compared to the HDI, the BCI is 
easier to build and is feasible to implement it at sub-national and municipal level, with-
out requiring expensive household surveys as income-based indexes do3 (SOCIAL WATCH 
2005; 2007 a and b; KERKOW 2007). By not using income, Social Watch with its BCI claims 
to be consistent with the definitions of poverty based on capabilities and (denial of) hu-
man rights (SOCIAL WATCH 2005). BCI is said to be comparatively easy to build the index 
at sub-national and municipal level, without requiring expensive household surveys as 
income-based indexes do (ibid.).  

The BCI is based on three indicators:  

• percentage of children who reach fifth grade,  

• mortality among children under five, and  

• percentage of deliveries attended by skilled health personnel. 

These indicators by themselves express different dimensions addressed by internation-
ally agreed development goals (education, children’s health and reproductive health). 
According to SOCIAL WATCH (2007b), research has indicated that as a summary index, the 
BCI provides a consistent general overview of the health status and basic educational 
performance of a population. It has also proven to be highly correlated with measures 
of other human capabilities related to the social development of countries. The BCI-in-
dicators particularly emphasize capabilities that contribute to the welfare of the young-
est members of society and thereby foster the future development of nations. The index 
allows to assign a score to each country and thereby to compare with other countries or 
to assess its evolution over time. 

4.4 Gender-related Development Index (GDI) and Gender Empowerment 
Measure (GEM)  

The Human Development Report 1995 introduced two new measures of human devel-
opment that focus on the status of women. The first, Gender-related Development Index 
(GDI), measures achievement in the same basic capabilities as the HDI does, but takes 
note of inequality in achievement between women and men. The methodology used 

                                                            
3 The BCI for 2007 was calculated for 161 countries, which were then grouped into categories for 
the purpose of analysis (Social Watch 2007b, 81-84). The highest possible BCI score is reached 
when all women are assisted when they give birth, no child leaves school before successfully 
completing the fifth grade and infant mortality is reduced to its lowest possible of less than five 
death for every thousand children born. These indicators are said to be “closely associated with 
capabilities that all members of a society should have and which mutually interact to make it 
possible to achieve higher levels of individual and collective development.” 
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imposes a penalty for inequality, such that the GDI falls when the achievement levels of 
both women and men in a country go down or when the disparity between their achieve-
ments increases. The greater the gender disparity in basic capabilities, the lower a coun-
try's GDI compared with its HDI. The GDI is simply the HDI discounted, or adjusted down-
wards, for gender inequality.  

The second measure used by UNDP in its annual Human development report is the Gen-
der Empowerment Measure (GEM). GEM aims at measuring inequalities between men's 
and women's opportunities in a country. It combines inequalities in three areas:  

• political participation and decision making,  

• economic participation and decision making, and  

• power over economic resources. 

The methodology of the GEM involves several steps:  

• First, percentages for females and males are calculated in each area. The first area 
refers to the number of parliamentary seats held. The second area is measured by 
two sub-components: a) legislators, senior officials, and managers, and b) profes-
sional and technical positions. The third area is measured by the estimated earned 
income (at PPP US$). 

• Second, for each area, the pair of gender percentages is combined into an Equally 
Distributed Equivalent Percentage (EDEP) that rewards gender equality and penal-
izes inequality. It is calculated as the harmonic mean of the two components. The 
EDEP for economic participation is the unweighted average of the EDEP for each of 
its sub-components. The EDEP for income is computed from gender sub-values that 
are indexed to a scale from 100 to 40,000 (PPP US$). 

• Finally, the GEM is the unweighted average of the three Equally Distributed Equiva-
lent Percentages. 

However, one weakness of this indicator consists of taking only paid work into account. 
Unpaid work, such as children care which is mainly conducted by women, is neglected. 
Thus, information has to be added on this issue. It is available, also for developing coun-
tries, within UNDP Human Development Reports (EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 74). 

4.5 CSD Indicators 

The consensus-building approach adopted by the CSD which aims to developing a frame-
work, and a core set of indicators and related methodology sheets, consists of three es-
sential elements (LUXEM/BRYLD 1997; UN DESA 2007):  
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• Firstly, from the very beginning, efforts were focused on the development, use and 
test of indicators at the national level; 

• Secondly, there was the need to build on the existing national and international in-
dicator work being carried out by several organizations and countries;  

• Thirdly, there was a high degree of cooperation and collaboration among more than 
30 organizations of the UN system, other international organizations, intergovern-
mental and non-governmental organizations and major group partners acting as 
lead agencies for particular indicators and with additional input from approximately 
fifty experts from national governments.  

The work programme on indicators, which was adopted by the Commission for Sustain-
able Development (CSD) in 1995, focused on a set of 134 indicators, organized along four 
“pillars” (social, economic, environmental and institutional). The indicators in the core 
set have been presented in a Driving Force - State - Response (DSR) framework. The DSR 
framework is adopted from the above introduced framework for environmental indica-
tors, the Pressure - State - Response framework (PSR, later DPSIR), developed by the 
OECD Environmental Directorate (OECD 1993). The concept of "pressure" has been re-
placed by that of "Driving Forces", in order to accommodate more accurately the addi-
tion of economic, social and institutional indicators. "Driving force" indicators indicate 
human activities, processes and patterns that impact on sustainable development. Hu-
man activities exert pressures on the environment and affect its quality and quantity of 
natural resources (state). The society responds to these changes through policies and 
changes in awareness and behaviour (response). 

Within the later phase of testing and revision (1999-2001) most countries found that the 
initial CSD indicator set was too large to be manageable and that the underlying DSR 
framework was not always suited to emphasizing policy issues and linkages (UN/ECE 
2006). Consequently, a revised CSD-SDI set was developed and presented to the CSD in 
2001. It consisted of 58 indicators organized in a theme/sub-theme framework, along 
the four dimensions of sustainable development. These were published in the second of 
the “Blue Books.” 

After two editions of the CSD indicators had been published (1996 and 2001), only re-
cently, a third, revised set of indicators has been released (UN DESA 2007). The reason 
for the Division for Sustainable Development (DSD) to review the CSD indicators in 2005 
was, among other things, the wish to exploit synergies with the MDG indicators and 
other major sectoral indicator initiatives. Thus, in recent years, a new set of 50 core in-
dicators has been created. The core indicators are part of larger set of 96 indicators of 
sustainable development. This set is supposed to allow for a more comprehensive and 



Draft report 

  63 

differentiated assessment of sustainable development by countries. Due to the creation 
of a core set, CSD indicators remain manageable (DSD 2007: 1). 

According to DSD (ibid.) core indicators fulfil three criteria: 

• They cover issues that are relevant for sustainable development in most countries. 

• They provide critical information not available from other core indicators. 

• They can be calculated by most countries with data that is readily available or could 
be made available within reasonable time and costs. 

In general, CSD indicators continue to be placed in a framework of themes and sub-
themes. The framework contains 14 themes, which are slightly modified from the previ-
ous edition: 

•  Poverty  
• Governance 
• Health 
• Education 
• Demographics 

• Natural hazards  
• Atmosphere 
• Land 
• Oceans, seas, 

coasts 
• Freshwater 

• Biodiversity  
• Economic develop-

ment 
• Global economic 

partnership 
• Consumption and 

production patterns 
Table 2: The previous categorisation into four pillars of sustainable development has been aban-

doned (DSD 2007: 2).  

4.6 Millennium Development Goals (and indicators) 

At present, one of the most relevant activities with regard to general development poli-
cies stand in the context of the Millennium Development goals. Because of their signifi-
cance, we will discuss this approach more in detail, taking into account both the observ-
able strengths and weaknesses.  

In September 2000, 189 independent states adopted the Millennium Declaration within 
the context of the 55th General Assembly (GA). Subsequent to the Millennium Summit a 
team consisting of representatives of the United Nations, the World Bank, the OECD and 
other international organisations extracted several measurable objectives from the Mil-
lennium Declaration. This resulted in a list of eight so-called Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which are essentially based on two chapters of the Millennium Declara-
tion: chapter 3, “Development and poverty eradication“ as well as chapter 4, “Protecting 
our common environment“. The MDGs were registered by the 56th GA in September 
2001 and substantiated in the closing communiqué of the Millenium+5 Summit in Sep-
tember 2005 within the context of the 60th GA of the United Nations (LOEWE 2005; MAR-

TENS 2005). They were also confirmed at the World Summit on Sustainable Development 
in 2002.  
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The eight development goals are as follows: (1) eradicate extreme poverty and hunger; 
(2) achieve universal primary education; (3) promote gender equality and empower 
women; (4) reduce child mortality; (5) improve maternal health; (6) combat HIV/AIDS, 
malaria, and other diseases; (7) ensure environmental sustainability; and (8) develop a 
global partnership for development. Each of these goals is accompanied by a set of tar-
gets (in sum 18) that need to be met, and each target is measured using one or more 
indicators chosen based on specific criteria. These criteria ensure that the indicators not 
only measure progress towards the attainment of targets but also that countries and 
regions can compare their progress. They also allow for the identification of best cases 
so that policy advice can be formulated (UN 2003; see Appendix). 

These goals are to be achieved in the individual nation states (MDG 1-7) as well as on a 
global level (MDG 8). In a participative process the developing countries are intended to 
determine their development priorities and -approaches themselves as well as to enun-
ciate those in Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) or national development plans. 
The donors are supposed to support the implementation of these plans (cf. LOEWE 2005: 
14). The Millennium Process provides for a follow-up process. This envisages – among 
others – a yearly report of the principal secretary of the United Nations about the imple-
mentation of the MDGs, furthermore so-called country reports on the national level 
(ideal case: yearly). The national reports are supposed to (among others) develop an 
awareness of the MDGs, reach a national consensus on commensurable indicators to 
measure progress as well as to ensure commitment and ownership for the MDGs.4  

MDGs have both strengths and weaknesses. The general strength consists of the fact 
that the international community possesses a common goal system. The goal system is 
widely supported by a so far not achieved consensus (MARTENS 2005: 44; LOEWE 2005: 5). 
The MDGs are classified as “the most comprehensive and most concrete guidelines for 
the reduction of poverty that have ever been established by the world” (JEFFREY SACHS 
2005, quoted in NUSCHELER/ROTH 2006: 17). The MDGs are able to build on agreements 
which were reached in a series of world conferences during the 1990s with an interna-
tional consensus (ibid.: 20); all goals and demands, which are summarised by the MDGs, 
are already mentioned in various UN-documents and declarations of intent of the world 
conferences – “but none of these demand-catalogues obtained the pressure that the 
representatives of the community of states, which had gathered in New York, bestowed 

                                                            
4 In order to give some guidance for data collection and interpretation, an official handbook has 
been developed (UN 2003). For each indicator used to measure progress towards the targets and 
goals, the handbook provides all or some of the following information: a simple operational def-
inition, the goal and target it addresses, the rationale for use of the indicator, the method of 
computation, sources of data, references, periodicity of measurement, gender and disaggrega-
tion issues, limitations of the indicator and national and international agencies involved in collec-
tion and dissemination.  
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upon the Millennium Declaration and the MDGs which have been deduced from it (ibid.: 
21), In addition, MDGs are regarded as “an act of liberation for development politics, 
which could lead through the orientation- and legitimisation problems which the inter-
national development policy (…) got into” (ibid.). “Hitherto there has never been such 
wide consensus in development politics and no comparable momentum to transfer cer-
emonial declarations of intent into quick actions; this purpose is also answered by the 
aggregation of the Millennium Declaration into concrete and via indicators verifiable 
goals” (ibid.: 23; cf. LOEWE 2005: 19). With the help of quantitative and therefore verifi-
able objective and time parameters for the realisation, six of the eight MGDs were “hard-
ened”. Furthermore, the MDGs are plain to understand, plausible and modelled very 
closely to reality, therefore they are suitable to call the attention of the population of 
the donor countries to the problems of the developing countries (which in fact are global 
problems) (LOEWE 2005: 20). Particularly the focus on results is new and puts the decision 
makers under considerable accountability. Never before have both developing countries 
as well as industrial countries been urged so insistently to develop strategies for the 
struggle against poverty. The MDGs themselves do not contain an important innovation, 
but an instrument in order to implement the debt cancellations which are demanded in 
MDG 8; namely the in the PRSPs fixed requirement of social participation for their struc-
turing (ibid.: 22).  

However, some weaknesses and problems have to be stated as well. Above all, some 
relevant issues are not addressed. Firstly, the problem of ‘bad governance’, particularly 
in form of all areas of life and political decision levels penetrating corruption, is con-
cealed – for diplomatic reasons (NUSCHELER/ROTH 2006: 25). The MDGs fall back behind 
the Millennium Declaration and many conference decisions in favour of democracy and 
human rights. Secondly, the MDGs do not tackle the issues of internal and international 
inequalities, nor the inequities in the allocation of resources (ibid.: 28). Thirdly, MDG 7 
(table 3) bears some ambivalence. On the one hand, relevant issues are explicitly and 
implicitly addressed in their different facets, for example within the targets 7A-/C, and 
within the related indicators (e.g. CO2 emissions, total, per capita and per US$, GDP (7.1), 
consumption of ozone-depleting substances (7.2.), or proportion of water resources 
used (7.3).  

Goal 7 
Target 7.A: Integrate the principles of sus-
tainable development into country policies 
and programmes and reverse the loss of en-
vironmental resources  

7.1 Proportion of land covered by forest 
7.2 CO2 emissions, total, per capita and per 
$1 GDP (PPP) 
7.3 Consumption of ozone-depleting sub-
stances 
7.4 Proportion of fish stocks within safe bio-
logical limits 

Target 7.B: Reduce biodiversity loss, achiev-
ing, by 2010, a significant reduction in the 
rate of loss 

7.5 Proportion of total water resources used 
7.6 Proportion of terrestrial and marine areas 
protected 
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7.7 Proportion of species threatened with ex-
tinction 

Target 7.C: Halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access to safe 
drinking water and basic sanitation  

7.8 Proportion of population using an im-
proved drinking water source 
7.9 Proportion of population using an im-
proved sanitation facility  

Target 7.D: By 2020, to have achieved a sig-
nificant improvement in the lives of a least 
100 million slum dwellers  

7.10 Proportion of urban population living in 
slums  

Table 3: MDG Goal 7: Ensure environmental sustainability  
 

It has to be mentioned, that Target 7B represents a (rare) example for an (ex post, De-
cember 2006) integration of two very relevant international regimes, CBD and Millen-
nium Development Declaration. On the other hand, the goal of environmental sustaina-
bility appears to be – in contrast to the Millennium Declaration – insufficiently articu-
lated. For example, problems like fuel poverty and the utilisation of renewable energies 
are ignored; it is discussed whether the reduction of CO2-emissions should be added as 
the ninth MDG (CHRISTIAN AID 2006, quoted in NUSCHELER/ROTH 2006: 30; also LOEWE 2005: 
17). And more generally, the wider role of ecosystem services in supporting livelihoods 
and human well-being (in terms of the MA) reveals biodiversity to be the foundation for 
all development, and hence for meeting each of the Millennium Development Goals (SEC-

RETARIAT OF THE CBD 2006: 19). 

Finally, it has been criticized that the issue of Gender Equality should rather be under-
stood as a crosscutting issue; and verifiable target quotas should be provided, like e.g. a 
30 percent share of women in parliaments. Social Watch demands reasonable goals and 
indicators, also in the context of MDG 8 (SOCIAL WATCH 2005: 57); partly this problem was 
recognised and concluded via the closing communiqué of the Millennium+5 Summit. It 
contains the request to grant women equal rights in inheritance and property law, in the 
access to the employment markets, arable land, credits and technologies, possibilities of 
social coverage as well as at the workplace (cf. LOEWE 2005: 16). 

In our given context, it has also to be considered a malfunction that the international 
development debate – partly because of the MDGs – currently focuses to a great extent 
on inputs, and that research projects deal with the question how much the official de-
velopment assistance (ODA) of the donors has to rise in order to accomplish the MDGs 
until 2015 (cf. LOEWE 2005: 16). Finally, there may be an inbuilt contradiction with the 
envisioned extensive liberalisation of global trade which may just as well come at the 
expense of developing countries (FORUM UMWELT UND ENTWICKLUNG 2007).  

To sum up, despite a multitude of substantial weaknesses in regard to the political key 
problems of successful poverty reduction – from crisis prevention to good governance, 
the political empowerment of poverty-prone groups, the overcoming of social exclusion, 
large-scale business development, the commitment of governments to individual 



Draft report 

  67 

responsibility and aid for their poor populations, up to the point of structural economic 
reforms – a reference to the Millennium Declaration and MDGs appears to be necessary. 
As we have seen, this is only partly due to substantial grounds, and to a much larger 
extent for reasons of political and procedural legitimacy, as well as efficiency. 

4.7 NGO-driven approach: Corruption Perception Index (CPI) 

Corruption – indicating weak institutions and a severe lack of accountability on the hand 
of decision makers – admittedly is best assessed by the Corruption Perception Index 
(CPI), developed by the international NGO Transparency International (TI). This organi-
sation is devoted to combating corruption through coalitions among civil society, busi-
ness, and governments. TI collects, analyses and disseminates information on the impact 
of corruption around the world. 

The CPI ranks 91 countries in terms of the degree to which corruption is perceived to 
exist among public officials and politicians. Scores range between 10 (highly clean) and 
0 (highly corrupt). CPI focuses on corruption in the public sector, defining corruption as 
the abuse of public office for private gain. It is a composite index, derived from 14 dif-
ferent polls and surveys carried out among business people and country analysts, includ-
ing surveys of residents, both local and expatriate. In order to rank a country there have 
to be at least three sources available. CPI is based solely on perceptions instead of hard 
empirical data such as cross country comparisons of prosecutions or media coverage of 
corruption. The reason for this is that such data does not reflect actual levels of corrup-
tion, but highlights the extent to which it is effectively investigated and exposed by pros-
ecutors, courts and the media.  

Since each of the sources uses a different scaling system, standardisation is carried out 
via a matching percentiles technique, followed by a beta-transformation. A country’s 
score is determined by the average of these standardised values. Additional to the CPI 
score and rank the number of sources, high-low range, standard deviation and confi-
dence range for each country are provided. TI claims to draw the reliability of the CPI 
from the high correlation between the sources. It’s advantages lie in the fact hat the 
combination of data sources in a single index secures that a non-performance of one 
source can be balanced by the inclusion of at least two other sources and therefore lower 
the possibility of misrepresenting a country.   

In 2007 the CPI’s system was changed in order to reveal global trends when comparing 
different nations if they related to the functional form of the CPI (like increasing or de-
teriorating scores of certain country groups which do not lead to a change in ranks) 
(LAMBSDORFF 2007).  
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In general, the CPI (if correctly used) can be seen as an instrument to raise awareness 
about corruption in the single countries and therefore help understand the levels of real 
corruption. But it is not suitable for evaluating the development of corruption in an in-
dividual country (positive and negative) in the course of time and can therefore only be 
seen as a snap-shot of the current situation.  

4.8 Other decentral approaches 

Apart from the number of measurement approaches on the international level, many 
approaches in different fora have been developed and many of them refer more to na-
tional and regional. For example, indicator frameworks in natural resource management 
which are close to the aims of the EA rather refer to regional levels, such as the sustain-
able forest management in British Columbia (Canada)(MONTRÉAL PROCESS WORKING GROUP 
2007; cf. RAMETSTEINER/SIMULA 2003; HICKEY/INNES 2005). This framework takes the socio-
economic relevance of ecosystems in to account. Within the criterion ‘economic bene-
fits’, in parts quantitative and in parts procedural indicators are under debate 
(HICKEY/INNES 2005: 26ff.) (Table 4).  

CCFM Criterion 5: Economic and Social Benefits 
CCFM Element 5.1: Economic benefits 

Contribution of timber products to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 

Production, consumption, imports, and exports of timber products 

Contribution of forest-based services to the gross domestic product  

Distribution of benefits (CCFM Element 5.2) 

Distribution of financial benefits from the timber products industry 

Sustainability of Benefits (CCFM Element 5.3) 

Aboriginal employment in the forest sector 

Area of forest land managed primarily for the protection of domestic water supply 

Water consumption (potential indicator) 
Number and type of facilities available for general recreation and tourism, in relation to 
population and forest areas (potential indicator)  
Road density index within recreation zone (potential indicator) 
Area and percentage of forest land managed in relation to the total area of forest land to 
protect the range of cultural, social, and spiritual needs and values (potential indicator)  
Sites and feature of cultural significance are identifies, mapped, discussed with interested 
local people and authorities, and efforts made to protect them (potential indicator) 

Table 4: Selected indicators within the British Columbia Sustainable Forest Management Frame-
work (cf. HICKEY/INNES 2005: 26ff.) 

 

The framework also draws on issues of ‘social inclusion’ and ‘participation’ in the context 
of special social groups (here referred to as First Nations Groups, and/or Aboriginals 
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(HICKEY/INNES 2005: 26ff.) (Table _4). Conceptually, the framework contains elements of 
objective and quantitative numbers (e.g. area of forest land owned by Aboriginal peo-
ple), but also points to ways to take perceptions into account (e.g. degree of satisfaction 
with contract development processes). Other scholars also have highlighted the need for 
subjective indicators in the context of basic needs satisfaction (BRINKERHOFF et al. 1997; 
EMPACHER/WEHLING 2001: 48; ANGELSEN/WUNDER 2003: 8ff.).  

CCFM Criterion 6: Society’s Responsibility  
Provision for Duly established Aboriginal and Treaty Rights (CCFM Element 6.1) 

Extent of Aboriginal peoples involved in the development of policies, legislation, and agree-
ments related to forest management in British Columbia 
Local representative in provincial or federal government (potential indicator) 

First Nations information sharing and referrals program (potential indicator) 
Level of First Nations satisfaction with involvement in development policies, legislation, and 
agreements related to forest management (potential indicator)  
Extent to which forest planning and management processes consider and meet legal obli-
gations with respect to duly establish Aboriginal and treaty rights  
Areas where treaty or Aboriginal rights are being practised (areas available for subsistence 
purposes, for continued cultural use, for continued resource use) (potential indicator) 
Area of Forest land owned by Aboriginal people 

Absence of unsolved disputes on legal, tenure, or use rights (potential indicator) 
Aboriginal Traditional Land Use and Forest Based Ecological Knowledge (CCFM Element 6.2) 

Number of traditional land use studies and the extent to which they are incorporated in 
forest management plans 
Area of First Nations traditional use sites by type (potential indicator) 
Number of Aboriginal communities that have a significant forestry component (potential 
indicator) 
Degree of satisfaction with contract development process (potential indicator) 

Education and training programs (potential indicator) 

Forest Community Well-being and Resilience (CCFM Element 6.3) 
Economic diversity index of forest based communities (distribution of expenditures locally, 
size of labour pool)  
Civic participation (potential indicator) 

Annual harvest compared to local log consumption that is provided (potential indicator) 

Migration history, likelihood of future migration (potential indicator) 
Social capital infrastructure (financial services, communication services, bureaucratic ser-
vices, community organisations, community integration events), e.g. personal identification 
with community, infant mortality rate, life expectancy (potential indicator) 
Absence of unsolved disputes on legal, tenure, or use rights (potential indicator) 

Table 5: Selected indicators within the British Columbia Sustainable Forest Management Frame-
work (cf. HICKEY/INNES 2005: 29ff.) 
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With regard to an interesting combination of objective and subjective measures, the 
same applies to the indicator framework under the name “Basic Assessment Guide for 
Human Wellbeing” that has been developed by the Center for International Forest Re-
search (CIFOR 1999: 10). It contains three main principles: Forest Management main-
tains or enhances fair intergenerational access to resources and economic benefits (P1); 
concerned stakeholders have acknowledged rights and means to manage forests coop-
eratively and equitably (P2); the health of forest actors, cultures and the forest is ac-
ceptable to all stakeholders (P3). Here, we also find important elements that aim at as-
sessing the circumstances of decentralisation as we have discussed this topic above: eq-
uity, empowerment, conflict resolution, knowledge and awareness, biodiversity protec-
tion, and sustainable utilisation (cf. KELLERT et al. 2000: 707). In addition, with the refer-
ence to international agreed upon standards we (again) find an interesting mechanism 
of norm transfer. With its Principle 1.3 the FSC also draws on ILO conventions.  

Principle 1: Forest Management maintains or enhances fair intergenerational access to re-
sources and economic benefits 
Criterion 1.1: Local management is effective in controlling maintenance of and access to the 
resources  

Indicator (I) 1.1.1 Ownership and use rights to resources (inter- and intragenerational) are 
clear and respect pre-existing claims.  
I 1.1.2 Rules and norms of resource use are monitored and enforced. 

I 1.1.3 Means of conflict resolution function without violence. 

I 1.1.4 Access to forest resources is perceived locally to be fair. 

I 1.1.5 Local people feel secure about access to resources. 
Criterion 1.2 Forest actors have a reasonable share in the economic benefits derived from forest 
use  

I 1.2.1 Mechanisms of benefit sharing are seen as fair by local communities.  
I 1.2.2 Opportunities exist for local and forest-dependent people to receive employment 
and training from forest companies.  
I 1.2.3 Wages and other benefits conform to national and/or international Labour Organi-
sation (ILO) standards. 
I 1.2.4 Damages are compensated in a fair manner. 

I 1.2.5 The various forest products are used in an optimal equitable way. 

Table 6: Selected indicators within the Basic Assessment Guide for Human Wellbeing (CIFOR 
1999: 10) 

 

The Guide’s Principle 2 (Table 8) draws on fundamental conditions of ‘social inclusion’ 
and successful decentralisation, such as language skills. Requiring the consideration of 
plans or maps which show the interaction of uses by different stakeholders aims at issues 
of policy integration and coherence. 
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Principle 2: Concerned stakeholders have acknowledged rights and means to manage forests 
cooperatively and equitably 
Criterion 2.1 Effective mechanisms exist for two-way communication related to forest manage-
ment among stakeholders.  

I 2.1.1 > 50% of timber company personnel and forestry officials speak one or more local 
language, or > 50% of local women speak the national language.   
I 2.2.2 Local stakeholders meet with satisfactory frequency, representation of local diver-
sity, and quality of  interaction.  
I 2.3.3 Contributions made by all stakeholders are mutually respected and valued at a  gen-
erally satisfactory level.  

Criterion 2.2 Local stakeholders have a reasonable share in the economic benefits derived from 
forest use  

I 2.2.1 Plans/maps showing interaction of uses by different stakeholders exist.   
I 2.2.2 Updated plans, baseline studies and maps are widely available, outlining logging 
details like cutting areas and road construction, and include temporal aspects.  
I 2.2.3 Baseline studies of local human systems are available and consulted.  
I 2.2.4 Management staff recognises the legitimate interests and rights of other stakehold-
ers.  
I 2.2.5 Management of NTFT reflects the interests and rights of local stakeholders. 

Criterion 2.3 Agreement exists on rights and responsibilities of relevant stakeholders. 

I 2.3.1 Level of conflict is acceptable to stakeholders.  

Table 7: Selected indicators within the Basic Assessment Guide for Human Wellbeing (CIFOR 
1999: 10) 

 

Elements in the introduced examples which refer to perceptions lead us now to newer 
approaches of participatory self-evaluation. Current innovative political programmes, 
such as the EU programme LEADER + and the German programme for integrated rural 
development ‘Active regions’ offer valuable – both theoretically and practically – insights 
for EA-issues such as the ‘societal choice of objectives’, ‘decentralisation’, and ‘appropri-
ate scales’. Both mentioned programmes are grounded in and reflecting current scien-
tific debates on regional governance (see e.g. BENZ/FÜRST 2003 and FÜRST 2004). The em-
phasis here lies on an (assumed) increased relevance of the region as political coordina-
tion level, an inter-sectoral cooperation through weakly institutionalised regional net-
works and partnerships, and hierarchical steering of incentives through various instru-
ments and forms. In order to stimulate such rural development processes, financial 
funds in combination with elements of competition are organised by higher state levels. 
Conditions for getting funds are concepts that are developed bottom-up and take the 
following criteria into account: sustainability, gender mainstreaming, and transparency. 
The scale of regional governance is no longer solely defined by administrative levels and 
borders. Rather, the region is conceptualised by a dynamic area of cooperation. This area 
is formed, in manageable spatial contexts, by the density and proximity of social 
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relations between regional actors (BÖCHER 2003). To put it in different words: Regional 
actors themselves take the decision about the criteria pertaining to the boundaries of a 
region and to the fulfilment of different tasks, e.g. whether to be an economic, tourist 
or nature protection region (LÖWIS et al. 2005: 16).    

The evaluation deliberately integrates the regional actors, as they are able to provide 
the rural area with detailed knowledge. In comparison to other evaluation methods, the 
checklist based (see table8) evaluation in the context of LEADER+ and ‘Active regions’ 
not only focuses on outcomes. Rather, the focus is on qualitative, so called success fac-
tors such as manageable structures of the project, the identification of policy entrepre-
neurs, and the identification of problem pressure and willingness to find solutions. 

 

  Does 
not 
apply 

   Strong-
ly ap-
plies 

1 Pressure of Problems 1 
(0%) 

2 
(25%) 

3 
(50%) 

4 
(75%) 

5 
(100%) 

1.1 There are publicly acknowledged 
pressing problems in the region 

     

Helping 
ques-
tion 

What is the central problem in 
the region (for example high un-
employment rate, decline of agri-
culture?) 

     

1.2 There are actors in the region 
that are affected by the problem 
and want to find a solution 

     

Helping 
ques-
tion 

Which persons or groups are af-
fected? 
Which actor is affected so as to 
be willing to work for its solution? 

     

1.3 There are real possibilities of solv-
ing the problem. 

     

Helping 
ques-
tion 

Which solutions are available? 
How realistic 
are they? Are they accepted as a 
common way? 

     

1.4 There is a strong regional identifi-
cation that motivates regional ac-
tors to cooperate. 

     

Helping 
ques-
tion 

Do the citizens of the region iden-
tify themselves with the region or 
the regional nature? 

     



Draft report 

  73 

Does identification affect the will-
ingness to act together for re-
gional development? 

Table 8: One section of the checklist (BÖCHER 2006: 58) 
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5 Devising socio-economic indicators for the purposes of the  
Ecosystem Approach: core issues and principles 

In this concluding chapter we want to draw concise lessons from the theoretical con-
cepts and practical experiences that have been discussed so far. It is clear from the out-
set, that any such endeavour is limited and we cannot give but a few suggestions that go 
beyond what has been discussed in the different fora of the CBD and the many interna-
tional bodies that are dealing with related matters. We deliberately refrain from adding 
another list of potential indicators to the many lists that have been and are being pro-
posed and reconsidered by organisations like the Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment. The value of such indicator lists is rooted to a large extent in their procedural and 
political legitimacy which is intrinsically low in any academic approach. 
Instead we want to focus on a number of dimensions and related generic issues that we 
see emerging from the debates as outlined in this study. Firstly, we propose to define a 
set of core issues that all EA-related attempts of socio-economic monitoring should ad-
dress (1). In addition to that, we propose a set of procedural rules the application of 
which would allow for the development of indicators that are adapted to regional and 
other specificities (2).  
With this two-tiered approach we are adopting a fundamental structure that has also 
been chosen by other authors at different occasions, e.g. at the Rome Workshop on ‘So-
cial Monitoring of Biosphere Reserves’ (cf. LASS/REUSSWIG 2001) or in the development 
of locally contextualized sustainability monitoring by the German Helmholtz Center for 
Environmental Research (HARTMUTH 2004; HARTMUTH et al. 2006). In contrast to the out-
come of the Rome Workshop, however, we do not focus on a set of core indicators and 
a second, optional set of indicators on top of them. Instead, we propose to determine 
certain generic issues and then some procedural rules how to further elaborate the 
standards concerning these issues. While the generic dimensions themselves, like 
‘health’ or ‘poverty’, are fixed and have to be dealt with under all circumstances, their 
translation into operational indicators thus remains flexible to a certain extent. In par-
ticular, there is room for regional specification and elaboration of standards according 
to defined procedural principles.  
As a consequence of such an approach, we maintain, agreement (and disagreement) on 
the substantial, generic relevance of the issues will be more easily achieved. This is well 
illustrated by the FSC’s experience which at the same time gives hope that it may be 
possible to work with a global set of social standards also for the purposes of the EA.  

5.1 Generic issues  

The generic issues that have to be addressed can only be derived from existing interna-
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tional agreements, recommendations, standards, and widely accepted ‘best practices’. 
An important part thereby has to be played by the influential indices developed by UNDP 
(such as the Human Development Index, the Human Poverty Index-1 and 2) and other 
processes in the wider context of the UN, in particular the Agenda 21, the CSD, the Mil-
lenium Development Goals (MDGs), the Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (JPOI, 
adopted in 2002 at the World Summit of Sustainable Development), and the norms of 
the International Labour Organization (ILO). In addition, privately coordinated or NGO-
driven programmes of certification like the FSC's scheme can be taken as a source of 
inspiration. 
We see four decisive advantages in taking recourse to such international programmes 
and processes to the maximum degree possible: 
 Legitimacy: There is already a broad political consensus on the importance of the 

related issues in wide and diverse circles of decision-making;  
 Expertise: An array of scientific, administrative and other experts from different cul-

tural and political backgrounds have already given their input and agreed on these 
issues in substantial terms; 

 Coherence and comparability: The substantial processing of topics in the mentioned 
fora has led to at least a minimum level of conceptual connectedness and standard-
ization;  

 Efficiency: Many countries seem overburdened already by the multitude of require-
ments in terms of monitoring and reporting (see below). A large part of the redun-
dancy and repetition in substantial and procedural terms can be avoided to the ben-
efit of coherence and clear priorities. 

When following such an approach, a key role in conceptual terms will be accorded to the 
basic needs approach as it has been discussed above (chapter 3.1). To be sure, the EA 
should not be understood as an instrument to improve socio-economic situations and 
parameters as such, in their own right. Yet at the same time there can be little doubt 
that the objectives of the EA cannot be achieved in cases where this would imply a dete-
rioration in terms of basic needs satisfaction. Thus the basic needs approach can be used 
to establish a very useful ‘bottom line’ for a number of socio-economic issues of global 
relevance. It comprises the following four dimensions: income/poverty, health including 
life expectancy, decent work/labour, and educational level (HICKS/STREETEN 1979; EM-

PACHER/WEHLING 1999, 2001). Because of the EA’s strong emphasis on issues of decision 
making, we deem it necessary to additionally take issues of social inclusion and govern-
ance into account. 
To break these six broad dimensions down, we see no acceptable alternative to seeking 
guidance from the above mentioned processes in the wider context of the UN.  
With regard to the first dimension, income/poverty, we can then find two related ‘ge-
neric issues’ that are widely represented and well defined: 
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1. Occurrence of poverty  
(e.g. as the share of the population below the national poverty line, con-
tained in the MDG database; CSD; Agenda 21, ch. 3 [3.4a]; JPOI ch. II [7a]; 
see also current debates concerning the revision of the CBD’s strategic 
plan, e.g. Responses to notification: ‘Updating or Revision of the Conven-
tion after 2010’ [SCBD/ITS/DC/LC/64383]); 

2. Fairness of income distribution  
 (e.g. as ratio of share in national income highest to lowest quintile, CSD; 
Agenda 21, ch. 3; JPOI, ch. V [47]). 

In the second dimension of health and life expectancy, we can find three related generic 
issues that are already accepted on a global level:  

3. Child mortality  
(MDG 4; CSD; Agenda 21, ch. 6 [6.24]; JPOI, ch. VI [54f]); 

4. Maternal health  
 (MDG 5; Agenda 21, ch. 6 [6.24]; JPOI, ch. VI [54f]); 

5. Occurrence of (and fight against) HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases  
(MDG 6; CSD; Agenda 21, ch. 6 [6.12], JPOI, ch. VI [55]). 

With regard to the third dimension of decent work/labour, there is one generic issue 
present throughout many of the relevant international texts, recently elaborated as part 
of the the MDGs: 

6. Compliance with decent work standards  
(including respect of the provisions of all binding international agreements, 
especially ILO Conventions; cf. MDG 1 and New Target 1B; Agenda 21, ch. 
29; JPOI, ch. I [10]; FSC). 

For the dimension of education, there is also just one widely accepted generic issue:  
7. Achievement of higher levels of education  

(MDG 2; CSD; Agenda 21, ch. 36; JPOI, ch. II [7g], X [116]; HDI, HPI1 and HPI2) 
The fifth dimension of social inclusion has been elaborated in particular with regard to 
gender-related questions, so far. The widely accepted generic issue can be formulated 
as:  

8. Gender equality and women’s empowerment  
(MDG 3; Agenda 21, ch. 24; JPOI, ch. I; HPI2, GEM). 

In the light of our theoretical considerations and, more particularly, in the context of the 
EA, the single focus on gender equality and empowerment as derived from the men-
tioned instruments seems insufficient to cover social inclusion. Given the particular role 
of indigenous and local communities in the CBD, an additional issue focussing on the 
rights of indigenous peoples and minority communities has to be introduced: 

9. Recognition and empowerment of indigenous people and local communities 
embodying lifestyles relevant for the conservation and sustainable use of 
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biological diversity  
(CBD Art. 8j, 10c; Agenda 21, ch. 26; JPOI). 

Finally, the dimension of governance is taken up as the last generic issue which clearly 
points also towards the second, procedural tier of our approach:  

10. Transparency and accountability of governance  
(CSD; Agenda 21, ch. 8; JPOI, ch. XI [140, 160]; TI). 

These ten generic issues could be used as a common frame of reference for all socio-
economic monitoring in the context of the EA. They cover all the issues dealt with in the 
Millenium Development Goals, with two exceptions that can be well justified in our un-
derstanding: the aim “to ensure environmental sustainability” (MDG 7) is an inherent 
objective in the EA context and is therefore not required as a generic issue here; the 
need “to develop a global partnership for development” (MDG 8) can be seen as speci-
fied in the given context through the access and benefit sharing provisions of the CBD. 
With regard to the contentious role of indigenous people(s), it may be difficult to see 
how the EA could effectively promote higher standards than those which can be 
achieved in the broader context of the CBD and its related working groups. And it seems 
likewise clear that the EA as a key mechanism for the implementation of the CBD's ob-
jectives can not fall behind the standards achieved and codified by the COP of the CBD. 
(This argument also applies, mutatis mutandis, to the respect of internationally pro-
claimed human rights.) In line with this reasoning, we don't see a point in reintroducing 
in this particular context and at this general level any of the more specific debates 
around indicators for the conservation of indigenous knowledge and related issues that 
already have their place in the different CBD fora.  

One great advantage of the proposed approach is that there are many related indicators 
for the generic issues available already, and supplementary materials for data collection, 
measurement, interpretation, etc. (cf. UN 2003). On the one hand, these specifications 
are quite helpful, as they show considerable more detail and sophistication then the ra-
ther dry generic issues suggest. E.g. the indicators related to poverty include the poverty 
gap ratio and the share of the poorest quintile in national consumption. On the other 
hand, not all of these specifications seem satisfactory and sufficient for all the manifold 
national and regional situations that are relevant for EA implementation. Moreover, 
some indicators are still being debated and will most likely continue to be contentious 
on national and international levels for some time to come. This is one important reason 
why we propose the adoption of mechanisms that would devolve the development and 
adaptation of concrete indicators from the international level to regional or national lev-
els, wherever useful and possible.  
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5.2 Procedural principles and governance  

The second tier of the proposed approach refers to a specific feature of social processes, 
namely that they are ‘reflexive’ as set out above (cf. ch. 2). The subjects ‘reinvent them-
selves’, their views and actions in the light of their knowledge about themselves. This 
basic property creates specific challenges (and opportunities) in social monitoring that 
are highly visible in current academic debates. At the same time, this property is in itself 
a very strong hint that, at some point, the social subjects to be monitored will be, and 
have to be systematically involved in the definition of monitoring aims and processes, 
including the definition of suitable indicators. We refer here to indicators not in the 
sense of a tool for third party certification. Rather we should see them as part of a plu-
ralistic, negotiated approach to decision making about ecosystems. Instead of being a 
‘hard’ instrument imposed by a strong state they can be seen as an emergent, ‘soft’ ap-
proach developed and applied by civil society actors, primarily. As shown in many in-
stances, such an approach can make concepts of ecosystem approaches operational and 
also address broader social and environmental issues (cf. SAYER/MAGINNIS 2005b: 9). 
Thus, the often mentioned need for participation, as it pervades the EA language, is here 
more than a (widely accepted) political statement. It is a methodological prerequisite 
that can be deduced from theoretical insight. 
The problem then is to establish a proper balance between the social forces active with 
regard to given scales, areas, conflicts or issues, and the overarching concerns as they 
are enshrined e.g. in the different global objectives of the CBD/EA, and the socio-eco-
nomic core objectives, as they have been deduced above.  
This can be achieved by way of procedural rules that show the way how to arrive at such 
a balance, including the framework of a governance structure. The generic issues and 
objectives that have been defined above can be elaborated and translated into mean-
ingful and applicable indicators on a national and/or regional level. There may e.g. be 
indicators where the underlying issue is closely related but not identical to a national 
issue. Thus, countries with a strategic commitment to regional trade integration may 
want to monitor the share of trade with regional partners rather than the share of trade 
with developing countries (cf. UN 2007: 33). Moreover, in this process also the choice 
between objective and subjective measures (or a combination of the two) becomes rel-
evant. For example, our set of generic issues above contains several health related items. 
Only one of them, the issue of child mortality, will intrinsically lead to an objective indi-
cator. As the experience with CSD indicators shows, with regard to the other issues many 
countries will also use subjective health indicators referring to people’s satisfaction with 
health status, based on survey data (cf. ibid.). 
It goes without saying that the procedures how to elaborate these indicators should 
themselves conform to the principles laid down in the EA. In particular, the requirements 
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for societal choice and participation (involvement of stakeholders), and the call for de-
centralisation to the lowest appropriate level must be taken into account. Yet the con-
crete levels of participation and decentralisation are not only dependent on the substan-
tial matters in question. Two additional considerations should be taken into account in 
this process, once more, namely the legitimacy and efficiency of the proposed proce-
dures. It should be noted, first of all, that there are already certain modes and institu-
tions for decision-making accepted with regard to CBD implementation. 
In particular, the obligation to develop national strategies, plans or programmes for the 
conservation and sustainable use of biological diversity (Art. 6, CBD) can and should be 
made use of. Developing national strategies implies objectives of policy integration and 
coherence, as discussed in chapter 3.3.2. Action plans and strategies aim at the integra-
tion of different policy areas. They usually include inter-agency co-operation, evaluation 
and assessment procedures. According to the CBD COP’s Guidance on Developing Na-
tional Biodiversity Strategies and Action Plans (NBSAPs), these processes should be char-
acterised by broad stakeholder participation (“support processes”, COP Decision IX/8) 
and should also take issues of monitoring and review into account. In particular, parties 
are requested to  
• “(t) Establish national mechanisms including indicators, as appropriate, and promote 

regional cooperation to monitor implementation of national biodiversity strategies 
and action plans and progress towards national targets, (…) and provide regular re-
ports on progress, including outcome-oriented information, to the Secretariat of the 
Convention on Biological Diversity;  

• (u) Review national biodiversity strategies and action plans to identify successes, 
constraints and impediments to implementation, and identify ways and means of 
addressing such constraints and impediments, including revision of the strategies 
where necessary;  

• (v) Make available through the Convention’s clearing-house mechanism national bi-
odiversity strategies and action plans, including periodic revisions, and where appli-
cable, reports on implementation, case studies of good practice, and lessons 
learned.” 

These different elements and stages of policy development provide for several “windows 
of opportunity” to bring social-economic issues in and to monitor them, as foreseen un-
der the EA. An important additional factor, or incentive, can be found in the potentially 
far-reaching overlaps and synergies with regard to other obligations UN member states 
are expected to fulfil. To name just three important arenas where substantial overlap 
could be expected:  
• Chapter 8 of Agenda 21 requests all nations to prepare, with wide participation of 

stakeholders, a strategy for sustainable development that integrates and 
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harmonises economic, social and environmental policies; here again, the need for 
monitoring is mentioned (cf. CHERP et al. 2004: 914-916, TILS 2007: 165).  

• The Millennium+5 Summit has urged countries to “adopt ... and implement compre-
hensive national development strategies to achieve the internationally agreed de-
velopment goals and objectives, including the Millennium Development Goals.” 
(UN/GENERAL ASSEMBLY 2005b, § 22). In this national context, the MDG country re-
ports are seen as the key to (1) creating awareness for the MDGs; (2) monitoring the 
national Millennium process; (3) establishing consensus on (i) appropriate indicators 
to measure progress in implementing the MDGs and (ii) action-guiding principles for 
aligning national policies and projects to the MDG agenda; (3) creating crosslinks to 
other conceptual strategy papers like e.g. Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs) 
(VANDEMOORTELE 2004; LOEWE 2008: 19f.). In addition, countries should deliver data 
to the annual Human Development Reports. 

• Third, many countries used and tested the indicators proposed by the Commission 
on Sustainable Development (CSD, see chapter 4.5) in order to track progress toward 
nationally defined goals in particular and sustainable development in general (UN 
2007: 21). 

Thus, with regard to most of the generic issues as developed above, there is a need for 
information gathering and some kind of measurement, indicator use or even indicator 
development due to other political commitments or highly legitimate multilateral re-
quirements already. The question is then mainly how to efficiently organise these com-
plimentary and partly overlapping tasks and obligations.  
In the CBD context, an important part could be played by the Clearing House Mechanism 
(CHM). So far, the CHM acts mainly as an information platform and as a largely passive 
provider of information (cf. PAULSCH et al. 2005: 43ff.). Currently, there is a debate on an 
improvement and an extension of functions that the CHM could cover. COP Decision 
IX/30 shows ways to improve the relevance and effectiveness of the CHM. In general 
terms, parties are encouraged to “develop links between the national clearing-house 
mechanism and existing networks, to develop information exchange mechanisms with 
relevant national databases, making use, whenever applicable and appropriate, of well-
established open standards”(2d). More specifically, parties are encouraged to develop 
their national CHM as a component, if not a “key mechanism for the implementation 
and review of their national biodiversity strategies and action plans” (2 b, c). Such an 
approach is currently pursued by UNDP Romania in order to overcome observed weak-
nesses of the existing Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan in terms of broader consul-
tation and stakeholders’ involvement (UNDP Romania 2009). One of the main issues at 
stake in that context is the strengthening of Romania’s CHM, including the improvement 
of existing databases.  
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Moreover, parties to the CBD have been encouraged to further the “use of the national 
clearing-house mechanism as a tool to dialog with the civil society, major groups and 
stakeholders” (2i). This would imply that the CHM develops into a more interactive in-
formation platform, possibly fulfilling a moderating function for national networks of all 
kinds of biodiversity-related knowledge and competences (cf. PAULSCH et al. 2005: 43ff). 
Past activities have heavily focussed on biodiversity issues in a rather narrow ecological 
sense, but there is no reason why it should not deal with socio-economic issues, as well.  
Whether in the broader context of national biodiversity strategies or in the narrower 
context of CHM development, we see a major potential for FSC-like arrangements for 
standard development on the national or regional level. The construction of adequate 
decision structures and the question of resources may pose difficulties, but the positive 
effects could still prevail, including the strengthening of networks and ties that facilitate 
an exchange of ideas, learning effects, and the building of trust which are basic features 
of such an approach (cf. chapter 3.2.1).  

5.3 Conclusion 

On the basis of these arguments, we envisage a two-tiered governance structure. On the 
first level, the CBD's governing body (COP) has to define the generic issues to be dealt 
with, and it sets the basic objectives and standards in line with global socio-economic 
priorities - as it does with regard e.g. to protected areas. We have to assume, and can 
only endorse the concept, that this should happen along the lines of the different UN 
programmes we have referred to above, in particular the Millennium Development 
Goals, the work of the Commission on Sustainable Development, and the Johannesburg 
Plan of Implementation. Our second tier would then define the national (and regional) 
processes to develop adequate and more detailed standards and indicators on a lower 
level, with a much higher degree of involvement of stakeholders that could be organised 
in different chambers, like in FSC, or not.  
As the FSC experience shows, such an approach is perfectly feasible and functional, even 
under difficult economic and political circumstances. Few observers would deny today 
that it has grossly contributed to the promulgation of minimum social standards in inter-
national forestry. Such minimum standards can even ‘trickle down’ to regions and set-
tings where they were not envisaged or planned to be implemented. These effects are 
well-known in the debate around sustainability indicators. As a result, criteria and indi-
cators that were originally just intended to measure social or political progress have the 
potential to turn into drivers of social change themselves, furthering processes of learn-
ing and capacity building on local and regional levels (ASTLEITHNER et al. 2004; RYDIN/HOL-

MAN 2004; HOLMAN 2009). 
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With the current scepticism prevailing regarding the definition of new indicators for the 
purposes of the EA in general, our restricted approach to socio-economic monitoring as 
laid out above seems adequate in political terms. We believe it will be more useful than 
a reopening of the debates around socio-economic indicators which have been led with 
varying success over the last two decades in different UN fora. For the first time, such an 
approach could lead to some common ground with regard to the questions how to inte-
grate socio-economic issues into the implementation of the EA, what are the core ge-
neric issues to be dealt with, and how to ‘measure’ these issues in a participatory man-
ner, and with a minimum of additional resources and structures. 
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Appendix: Socio-economic issues in the EA  
 

The principles and implementation guidelines (IG) of the EA contain a number of both 
explicit (a) and implicit (b) references to socio-economic monitoring and indicators. In 
addition, a number of procedural aspects are mentioned (c). Finally, reference is made 
to political initiatives at different levels (d).  

(a) Explicit references to socio-economic monitoring are made in the context of ecosys-
tem management (principle [Pr.] 3). According to IG 3.3, social impact assessment is seen 
as an optional part of environmental impact assessment (EIA) and strategic environmen-
tal assessment. An explicit reference is also made in IG 9.4: “Monitoring systems, both 
socio-economic and ecological, are an integral part of adaptive management ...”.  

(b) Implicitly, there is a whole range of references that point to the necessity of different 
kinds of socio-economic monitoring. Pr. 1 – different views of societal sectors in terms 
of their own economic, cultural and societal needs, Pr. 3 – consideration of effects of 
management activities on other ecosystems, Pr. 4 – economic context of ecosystems; 
IGs 1.6 – determination of decision makers for each decision, 1.7 – incorporating known 
stakeholder views into future decisions, 1.8 – determination of desired societal condi-
tions, 1.12 – effects on society, 2.1 – identification of multiple communities of interest, 
2.5 - identification and choosing of appropriate bodies, 2.5 – effects on marginalised 
members of society, 3.4 – monitoring the effects of management practices across eco-
systems, 4.1 - understanding the social and economic contexts, 4.2 - practical economic 
valuation methodologies for ecosystem goods and services (direct, indirect and intrinsic 
values), 4.6 – evaluating the direct as well as indirect economic benefits associated with 
good ecosystem management, 4.8 – incorporation of social and economic values, 5.1 – 
human needs and values, 5.2 – determination of social and economic objectives, 5.3 – 
ecosystem contribution to social and economic outcomes, 6.4 – effects of human use, 
7.6 – intergenerational equity, 8.1 – taking into account immediate and critical needs, 
9.1 – changing social (…) conditions, 9.9 – use of traditional knowledge and practice, 10.5 
– human requirements. 

(c) A number of procedural aspects point in the same direction: Pr. 2 – decentralisation 
to the lowest appropriate level, Pr. 7 – undertaking of the EA at the appropriate spatial 
and temporal scales (…) definition of boundaries by users, managers, scientist and indig-
enous and local peoples; IGs 1.4 – capacity of stakeholders, 1.9 – accountability, 1.10 – 
manage conflicts among relevant stakeholder groups, 1.11 – control structures to ensure 
implementation of decisions over the long term, 2.2 - compensation of fragmented de-
cision making responsibilities, 2.3 - good governance arrangements, 2.6 - institutional 
arrangements, 4.4 – economic and social incentives, 4.8 equitable sharing of costs and 
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benefits, 7.2 – readjusting the scale of the institutional response, 7.4 engaging stake-
holders across administrative borders, 7.7 - intergenerational equity, 10.3 – participatory 
integrated planning, 10.3 – full range of values and options, 11.1 – sharing relevant in-
formation, 12. 1 cooperation between sectors, at various levels of government, among 
governments, civil society and private sector, 12.3 – effective participation 

(d) IG 12.2, in particular, underlines the incorporation of the EA as an integral part of 
planning in other natural resources management sectors which also deal with social is-
sues, for example, the Code of Conduct for Responsible Fisheries and Sustainable Forest 
Management.  

Concrete formulations are contained within the mentioned COP 7/11 Decisions. Para-
graph [Par.] 7 and 11 refer to a framework for sustainable forest management (as a 
means of applying the EA to forests), also with regard to the application of tools such as 
the criteria and indicators as an outcome-oriented application of the EA, Par. 7 mentions 
integrated river-basin management, integrated marine and coastal area management 
and responsible fisheries approach as tools to support the implementation in various 
sectors. Par. 11 regards different certification programmes to be relevant, especially 
with regard to the development of criteria and indicators (related to decision VI/22 on 
forest biodiversity).  

Annex I, termed “Refinement and elaboration of the ecosystem approach, based on as-
sessment of experience of parties in implementation,” refers to the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development that has recognised the EA as an important instrument for en-
hancing sustainable development and poverty alleviation. Humans, in Par. 2 of annex I, 
are regarded as an integral part of many ecosystems. Par. 5 requires that the work of 
Convention bodies focus on supporting local and regional efforts as a contribution to 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals.  

Par. 16 mentions issues of socio-economic monitoring (also, see above) explicitly, esti-
mating the collection of (…) social and economic information to be important to the suc-
cessful completion of the ecosystem approach. According to Par. 17 (headline: monitor-
ing and review), monitoring and review are crucial components in implementing the eco-
system approach. They allow a responsive and adaptive management capability to be 
developed. Monitoring and review are also useful in reporting performance and the re-
sultant outcomes of the approach. Indicators of performance should be defined, devel-
oped and implemented.  

Annex II, termed “Consideration of the relationship between sustainable management 
and Ecosystem Approach, and review of, and development strategies for, the integration 
of the Ecosystem Approach into the programmes of work of the Convention,” refers to 
ways for sustainable development of forests. Part A of the annex focuses mainly on the 
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relationship between the concept of sustainable forest management (SFM) and the EA 
(in detail: Flitner et al. 2006, 7f.). More activities are required to ensure their integration 
(Annex II, Par. 5.) In addition, an explicit task is formulated to develop criteria and indi-
cators for SFM (ibid, 3), to enhance implementation and monitoring: Criteria and indica-
tors can be used for setting goals, assessing management outcomes and policy effective-
ness, orienting forest certification systems, and for communicating progress to policy 
makers (Par. 10). Special reference in the context of monitoring systems is made to local-
level indicators (Par. 11). Further parts deal with the appropriate spatial scale of moni-
toring systems, with regard to recent efforts of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) 
and of the International Tropical Timber Organization (ITTO). The former, in particular, 
focuses on the landscape level (Par. 12). Thus, protected areas, being excluded so far, 
also by forest certification schemes, can and have to be integrated in the relevant cate-
gories. (Par. 14). Finally, in Par. 17, an explicit reference is made to procedural and insti-
tutional mechanisms to ensure cross-sectoral integration.  
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