
The Natural Capital Project aims to align economic forces with conservation. We are an innovative
partnership between Stanford University, The Nature Conservancy, World Wildlife Fund, and the
University of Minnesota working together to value nature’s benefits to society. We develop tools that
make it easy to incorporate natural capital into decisions, apply these tools in diverse places around
the world, and engage leaders to transform decision making by taking us this approach.

Global population growth and rising per capita resource impacts are greatly intensifying

pressure on natural systems. As such, leaders in public and private institutions are

increasingly trying to understand the worth of and risks to natural capital, but its value

remains largely opaque due to a lack of actionable, high quality information. Data from

satellites, drones, crowds and other sources can provide information on global changes--

from urban growth, to sea level rise, and deforestation -- but further processing is needed

to refine that information into a form that is relevant to key decisions that companies,

investors, and governments make. For example, to map the areas upstream of population

centers where changes in land management will affect their drinking water quality

currently requires almost a dozen technical steps linking disparate data sets; combining

topography information, a stream map, and a map of the location of population centers.

This added data processing and refinement for modeling takes time and scientific

expertise that is not often possessed by those who require the information for their

decisions. In addition, despite dramatic gains in computational and data-gathering

technologies, these trends have thus far been ineffectively leveraged in the context of

natural capital outside of niche examples.

PROMISING ADVANCES

The science of valuing nature’s benefits has advanced significantly since the Millennium

Ecosystem Assessment first reported in 2005 on the status of the world’s ecosystem

services. Relationships between biodiversity, ecosystem services, and their value to

people are better understood, and, coupled with innovative modeling approaches and new
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For a successful technology, reality must take precedence over public relations,

for Nature cannot be fooled.

--Richard Feynman

The Natural Capital Project and close collaborators are co-developing a data and analytics platform driven by demand for specific information on natural capital needed

for planning, investment, and operational decisions. Today’s working prototype hosts nineteen open-source ecosystem service models, several key global data sets,

and a number of visualization tools that enable decision makers to summarize and interpret results in relevant metrics. Next-generation use cases will advance the

platform’s utility to inform decisions by broadening the reach and range of data and analytics that it provides, and by improving its user experience and interface

design.

data sources, have improved leaders’ ability to link environmental changes to specific consequences for the wealth and wellbeing of people and communities. Today presents an

exciting opportunity to harness advances in remote sensing of high-resolution geospatial data, social media, and low-cost cloud computing to incorporate real-time global information

on changes in the environment into decisions around the world.

The Natural Capital Project is co-developing a science-based data and analytics platform to assess the risks and opportunities presented by ecosystem change and human activity.

This platform comprises a variety of data processing tools, ecosystem service models and analytics that are explicitly defined by the needs of relevant decision makers. Working

with end users from the beginning ensures that the models, data, and metrics of the platform are relevant now to the decisions being made about nature, economic growth and

human well-being.

SOLUTIONS--SCIENCE AND TOOLS

The Natural Capital Project currently supports nineteen ecosystem service models that calculate how changes in human activities, climate, and other global drivers affect

environmental benefits and vulnerabilities to people, ranging from clean and ample water supplies, to protection from coastal flooding and erosion, to biodiversity, to production of

crops, fisheries and timber, and recreation benefits. Underlying the ecosystem service models is an open-source, geospatial analytics platform that makes it possible to efficiently

calculate ecosystem functions over large geographic areas more quickly, and with less computing time, than with any other computing hardware or software. The open-source and

accessible nature of the platform encourages independent uptake of these tools that have been downloaded and used tens of thousands of times in over 100 countries. Two

customized decision support tools also have been built on top of this platform for specific decision contexts. These tools include the calculation of return-on-investment for specific

activities, and mitigation offset options for government permitting decisions. Several other independent software developers already have incorporated ecosystem service models

and results from the Natural Capital Project’s platform into their own user-friendly software. These initial, tailored ‘app’ examples illustrate the potential for third-party software

developers to take advantage of the open-source nature of the technology platform to build their own decision support and visualization tools for both private and public use.

The Natural Capital Project and its partners have built this data and analytics platform over the past five years through engagement in over two-dozen demonstrations around the

world. This work has created new scientific methods and software designed to provide relevant information for a diversity of decision contexts. As a result, more leaders in

government, business, multi-lateral institutions NGOs, and community groups are using natural capital information to change the way that they plan for a secure and strong future,

by securing water supplies for cities, designing zoning plans for sustainable development, and prioritizing investments in habitat restoration to protect people and property from sea

level rise and coastal storms.

SCALING UP

The extraordinary level of demand for geospatial, decision-specific natural capital information has outstripped our capacity to provide science support to all potential projects today.

Lowering the cost of entry, including technical demands, time, and financial cost, will accelerate the uptake of natural capital approaches into a wide range of decision contexts for

the benefit of human wellbeing and nature. A mature data and analytics platform plays a critical role in scaling by allowing connections between models from other technology

providers, and enabling key decision makers at a wide range of organizations to access, understand and incorporate this information into their decisions. To further this aim, the

Natural Capital Project seeks to work with collaborators to develop next-generation use cases that demonstrate new approaches and applications that will broaden the reach and

range of data and analytics that the platform provides, and to improve its user experience and interface design.

The ultimate success of the platform will also depend on its connection to other key strategies to scaling uptake of natural capital information into key decisions. Representatives at

this Summit are leading communication and collaboration platforms to encourage the broad sharing of lessons—successes and failures—in applying natural capital information.

Combined with targeted policy innovations and a global effort to build technical capacity to support next-generation use cases, public and private sector leaders and citizens will be

empowered to quantitatively and objectively incorporate natural capital into major decisions for a more resilient world.
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