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ABSTRACT 

There is growing interest in the critical role that natural capital plays in the supply of food, 

fibre, and energy, and its importance to societal well-being.  This is in response to the alarming 

rate of decline in natural capital, and agriculture has made a significant contribution to this 

process.  However, agriculture is also in a unique position to play a significant role in arresting 

this decline.  To address this issue, attention has been directed towards sustainable land 

management practices through the measurement and monitoring of natural capital in 

agricultural landscapes.  In recent years, the development and use of accounting frameworks 

for natural capital in these landscapes has been considered as a tool to deliver better natural 

capital outcomes and create value for farmers.  Presently, there is limited evidence of their 

wide use. 

The aims of this research, and its trans-disciplinary approach, were to investigate how natural 

capital is perceived by a cross-section of agricultural enterprises and stakeholders; and to 

Identify the value attributed to natural capital and how the obstacles to designing and 

integrating effective accounting frameworks may result in its wider utilization. 

A mixed-methods approach was taken in this study, dominated by qualitative data.  The initial 

stage involved the use of case studies and interviews with case study members.  This provided 

examples of farming and government programmes that are undertaking or implementing 

natural capital accounting.  They have been chosen to understand the value propositions and 

barriers that exist when there is only limited uptake of natural capital accounting.  The second 

phase, and independent of the case studies, two focus groups collected qualitative from 

agricultural stakeholders to understand the perception of natural capital and its value 

proposition to the stakeholder and their industry or sector.  Quantitative data was also 

gathered at this stage through a short survey conducted with focus group participants.  The 

survey was used to overcome time constraints and as a scaffold during the sessions.  Final 

quantitative data was also gathered through a survey of a diverse range of famers to gain a 

wider perspective on the importance of natural capital across the general farming population. 
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The case studies showed that at this stage, value propositions are more aspirational than 

real.  The financial or economic benefits identified in cases of more-advanced natural capital 

accounting appeared to be based more on farming practices or methods than on the results 

of natural capital accounting.  The wider use of natural capital accounting may be linked to a 

failure to develop clear links between farm productivity, financial outcomes, and 

environmental outcomes. 

The findings from the focus groups indicated that natural capital accounting may not be the 

best tool with which to address the degradation of natural capital and the contribution to 

climate change.  The focus groups highlighted the need to build strategic alliances and 

greater collaboration across agricultural stakeholders to develop more effective tools.  A 

consistent message from all areas in which data were collected was that there is a general 

lack of knowledge and education around natural capital accounting amongst farmers and 

stakeholders.  This was deemed to limit its wider adoption, together with an apparent lack 

of skill and general confusion around the language and jargon pertaining to natural capital 

accounting. 

Given the voluntary nature of natural capital accounting without a clear value proposition 

and no commitment to permanency there is a risk of how effective natural capital 

accounting will be over the long term.  

The finding from this research indicate there is a need for increased education around the 

role and importance of natural capital.  This should occur beyond the farm gate, not only to 

include agriculture stakeholders, but to increase societies knowledge through the inclusion 

of natural capital in school curriculum and higher education. 

Greater collaboration across farmers and stakeholders is required to build an improved 

understanding of shared values and identify opportunities to create equitable value 

opportunities.  Equitable opportunities that will encourage wider adoption and build a 

longer-term focus to delivering improved natural capital outcomes.   Importantly there is 

more work required to clearly link the economic benefits to the environmental benefits of 

improved natural capital and the need for long term measurement and monitoring.   
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