
Functional 
ecosystems for 
human wellbeing

How ESPA is supporting interdisciplinary research 
to improve understanding of the relationships 

between ecosystem services and human wellbeing
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Why ecosystem  
services matter
All over the world, from bustling metropolis 
to expansive grassland, people depend on 
the vast range of resources provided directly 
or indirectly by the world’s ecosystems.

Our ecosystems give us a range of services 
that are vital to our survival and quality of 
life. These services include practical benefits 
such as food, fuel and water or defences 
against natural disasters, as well as the 
spiritual or recreational experiences we draw 
from our planet’s natural resources.

However in the last 50 years the rate of 
extraction and degradation of ecosystem 
products and services has changed at a 
pace more rapid than at any other time 
recorded in history. The more we demand 
from our ecosystems the more we place 
their services or benefits under threat.

Managing the threat to 
ecosystem services
The 2005 Millennium Ecosystem 
Assessment identified that 60% of 
ecosystem services studied had degraded 
or were being used unsustainably. This has 
significant consequences for the world’s 
poorest and most vulnerable communities – 
especially those living in rural environments 
– who are most directly dependent upon 
ecosystem services, and less able to 
access substitutes to services provided  
by ecosystems.

The demand for knowledge to understand 
better the links between ecosystem 
services and human wellbeing is therefore 
becoming increasingly urgent, particularly 
as global challenges such as climate 
change, population growth and economic 
volatility threaten to accelerate ecosystem 
deterioration.

The Ecosystem Services and Poverty 
Alleviation (ESPA) research programme 
is delivering the tools, knowledge and 
evidence to help societies find solutions to 
safeguard human wellbeing while preserving 
our natural resources, and ultimately make 
collective progress towards the Sustainable 
Development Goals to create a safer, fairer 
and more prosperous world by 2030.
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How is ESPA helping? 
Established in 2009 with funding from DFID, 
the ESRC and NERC, ESPA is one of the 
most comprehensive research programmes 
exploring the linkages between ecosystem 
services and human wellbeing. 

Working in 52 countries across Africa, 
Asia and South America, ESPA is providing 
evidence and tools to empower communities 
and decision makers to make informed 
choices for sustainable development. 

The ESPA programme is:

• Changing the way we think about 
the sustainable management of the 
environment by putting human wellbeing 
right at the centre of the discourse. 

• Demonstrating the value of 
interdisciplinary approaches. 

• Contributing knowledge to support 
sustainable development and poverty 
alleviation by delivering cutting edge 
research, and working with local partners 
to put it into use, linking traditional 
knowledge with research, governance,  
policy and practice.

ESPA’s achievements include:

• Promoting effective and context-specific 
ecosystem services-based approaches, 
tools and evidence for policymakers and 
local communities to support sustainability 
and build resilience. 

• Measuring and modelling environmental 
change across some of the most 
vulnerable regions in the world, supporting 
the development of threshold warning 
systems for social-ecological systems 
approaching tipping points.

• Providing a nuanced and equity-informed 
debate around widely supported 
international mechanisms for tackling 
climate change such as Reduced 
Emissions from Deforestation and  
Forest Degradation (REDD) and Joint 
Mitigation and Adaptation Mechanisms 
for the Integral and Sustainable 
Management of Forests.

• Building a case for just ecosystem 
management and social equity.

What next?
With the launch of the new Sustainable Development Goals,  

ESPA has a fresh opportunity to feed into the debate about how best  
to tackle global issues including poverty, sustainability and equity.

A priority for the ESPA programme is to continue to provide the tools and evidence required  
to help steer international efforts to improve the lives of the world’s poorest people.



Find out more:

A research programme co-funded by DFID, NERC & ESRC

www.espa.co.uk
      @espadirectorate

Sign up to our monthly newsletter at: www.espa.ac.uk/news-events/espa-mailing-list
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ESPA in numbers

of development investment 
has been informed by

of new research projects  
informed by

Making a contribution

£33M £38M
ESPA research ESPA research
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ESPA’s research community

105 projects in 52 countries

913 researchers from 368 institutions

50% of ESPA researchers are from 
developing countries

Global perspectives

53 projects in Africa
33 projects in Asia
19 projects in South America


