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Abstract:

The Ecosystem Approach of the Convention on Biological Diversity, once thought to
represent one of the most ambitious global attempts to integrate economic, social and
ecological dimensions into a holistic environmental management strategy, has been
consistently plagued by under-implementation at domestic scales around the world.
This includes the UK who have as recently as 2007 sought to recast it in a simplified
format to aid implementation by environmental managers. This paper explores how
the devolution of responsibility for biodiversity conservation to the regional assemblies
of Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland has started to affect a reinvigorated wave of
implementation manifesting in new and hitherto unseen iterations of the approach.
These new iterations challenge the fundamental concept of the ecosystem approach,
they offer new insights into the optimal scale and form for promoting final
implementation of environmental regimes, as well as suggesting new understandings
into notions of regionalism and localism in the UK.

Introduction

The Global Biodiversity outlooks of the Convention of Biological Diversity (CBD) (1993)
highlight how the diversity and abundance of non-human life on our planet is in freefall.
Biodiversity has precipitously decreased during the later twentieth century, evidenced by
species extinction rates of up to 1000 times or more the natural rate (Pimm et al, 1995). This
is a trend which has continued into the twenty-first century (Pereira et al, 2010), and it will
have significant impacts upon human society and wellbeing (Millennium ecosystem
assessment, 2003). It is predicted that the continuing loss of biodiversity will cost the global
economy up to 14 trillion Euros by 2050, which is equivalent to 7% of the projected global
GDP in that year (TEEB, 2010), though economic metrics fail to adequately capture the true
scale and nuance of this tragedy. The scale of this disaster has caused some to suggest that

we have now entered the Anthropocene epoch (Crutzen, 2006; Steffen et al, 2007; Smith and
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Zeder, 2013), and that the current rates of biodiversity loss could herald the start of the sixth
great extinction event (Kolbert, 2014). Whilst the causes of this are well-known (Wood et al,
2000), the solutions are complex and require multifaceted responses (Cardinale et al, 2012).
Critical to this is the understanding that solutions must engage all levels of environmental and
civil governance, and that they need to be multidisciplinary and inclusive of economic, social,
cultural and environmental dynamics. Considering that this problem does not respect human-
contrived boundaries, actions to address it often need to be collectivised and internationally
originated. Environmental managers have understood for some time the mismatches between
the nature and scales of human civilisation, to the rest of non-human life (Hardin, 1966). To
mitigate for these mismatches, and to direct the necessary collectivised actions, an
architecture for global environmental governance (GEG) comprised of MEA, protocol and
regimes was instigated during 1970’s (Goeteyn and Maes, 2011). The purpose of this
architecture is to bind states together towards common forms and processes which will in turn
stimulate domestic behavioural change through policy (Hgnneland and Jgrgensen, 2003).
The CBD represents the preeminent foci for international collectivised responses to the
biodiversity challenge (Johnston, 1997), though similar to other multilateral environmental
agreements (MEA), its ability to compel, implement and enforce change at domestic scales is
weak (Carter, 2007).

The ecosystem approach

The UK was an early signatory to, and ratifier of, the ‘self-interest driven grand-bargain’ of 168
signatories (Gollin, 1993) that comprise the CBD. The CBD compensates for its lack of hard
enforcement regimes with a panoply of weaker implementation institutions (Kotsakis, 2011)
such as a Conference of Parties (COP), the Clearing House Mechanism (CHM), and a
Subsidiary body on implementation (SBI) all supported by the Subsidiary body on scientific,
technical and technological advice (SBSTTA). Though the working structures of the CBD are
organised thematically, its decisions are predominately trans-disciplinary, and involve multi-
actor engagement. A strong example of this is the ecosystem approach which was designed
and envisaged as the strategy, or framework, through which recommendations of the CBD

could be put into action. The CBD describes this approach as a:

“Strategy for the integrated management of land, water and living resources that

promotes conservation and sustainable use in an equitable way” (CBD online).

This ecosystem approach suggests adopting a ‘systems’ perspective to managing natural
environments (Kay et al, 1999; Farmer et al, 2012). It articulates how managing the natural

world is inherently complicated, and that this complexity is often mismatched with reductionist
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policy and management strategies predicated upon siloed knowledge, disciplines and
institutions (Osterblom et al, 2010).

However, not long after launching the ecosystem approach the CBD discovered that
comprehension and use of the approach by environmental managers was not forthcoming.
Therefore, as way of explaining how this approach should be used, the CBD articulated a

series of twelve principles that describe what taking an ecosystem approach should look like:

Malawi principles of the Ecosystem Approach (SBSTTA 5, Recommendation V/10)

Malawi principle
: Recognise objectives as society’s choice

: Aim for decentralized management
: Consider the extended impacts, or externalities

: Understand the economic context and aim to reduce market distortion

1

2

3

4

5: Prioritise ecosystem services

6: Recognise and respect ecosystem limits

7: Operate at an appropriate scale, spatially and temporally
8

: Manage for the long term considering lagged effects

9: Accept change as inherent and inevitable
10: Balance use and preservation

11: Bring all knowledge to bear

12: Involve all relevant stakeholders
SBSTTA Five, Montreal, (2000)

These principles were initially distilled out of the many decades of ecosystem management
best practice (and by the Inter-agency Environmental Management Taskforce (IEMT) 1995),
by the 1996 Sibthorp seminar and then formally codified by the CBD at a workshop in
Lilongwe, Malawi (1998). In time however it was highlighted how these Malawi principles were
still not offering sufficient support to put an ecosystem approach into action (JNCC, 2013).
Therefore, the CBD sought to offer further support for the operationalization of an ecosystem

approach through a series of five points of guidance.
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Points of operational guidance

Points of guidance

Focus on the functional relationships and processes within ecosystems
Enhance benefit sharing

Use adaptive management practices

A WO DN -

Carry out management actions at the scale appropriate for the issue being addressed,
with decentralisation to lowest level, as appropriate

5 Ensure inter-sectoral cooperation

Smith and Maltby (2003)

The ecosystem approach as policy

The UK is a ratified signatory to the CBD. As such, promoting the use of an ecosystem
approach is UK national policy, though arguably a weak policy with limited agency to
implement. What agency to implement there is can be seen manifested through a web of
overlapping commitments and pressures given form through various multi-scale policy
frameworks. First and foremost, the UK is a signatory to the CBD, and it can be surmised the
Government considers itself a strong player in GEG with particular regard to its commitments
under the CBD (DETR, 2001; Defra, 2005"; Defra, 2009).

Despite the recent UK referendum on leaving the European Union (EU) it has until recently,
and will for the near term, provide a strong policy push for UK implementation of the ecosystem
approach. The EU is uniquely entangled with the CBD as an entity in its own right, and through
its members who are all ratified signatories to the CBD. Unsurprisingly the EU has committed
to protecting biodiversity and halting its degradation which is clearly articulated in the EU
biodiversity strategy to 2020, along with regard for the ecosystem approach which is ‘pushed’
through specific policies and directives (Borja et al, 2010). Additionally, the EU also sets an
atmosphere for implementation through ancillary environmental directives which, whilst not
expressly pushing the ecosystem approach, promote practices congruent to it (Apitz et al,
2006). The two EU directives with the most significant push towards an ecosystem approach
are addressed the Water framework directive (WFD) (2000/60/EC) and the Marine strategy
framework directive (MSFD) (2008/56/EC). The WFD adopts an integrative approach to
catchment-scale water management planning, and can be seen as displaying many of the
characteristics of ecosystem approach thinking. It requires members to establish river-basin
management plans based upon naturally contrived catchments which are reviewed every six
years in a process roughly congruent to adaptive management, as well as displaying other
characteristics congruent to the Malawi Principles (Vlachopoulou et al, 2014). Similarly, the
MSFD, which seeks to achieve good environmental status (GES) for EU seas by 2020,

requires all members to develop a strategy for managing their marine areas using an
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ecosystem approach. Whereas the WFD applies a landscape scale and language similar to
the ecosystem approach, the MSFD enshrines the taking of an ecosystem approach, from a
marine context, into a hard legislative process. Whilst the MSFD does not mandate how states
should reach GES, it does explicitly promote a marine use of the ecosystem approach.
Critically, the MSFD felt that the CBD’s Malawi principles of an ecosystem approach were not
entirely appropriate for the marine context, and so sought translocate them into a new format
that is operationally focused and stresses an integrative, adaptive management focused

perspective (Farmer et al, 2012).

The ecosystem approach is promoted at the domestic national scale in the UK through the UK
biodiversity policy framework. The UK Government promoted the domestic use of the
ecosystem approach in its full Malawi principles form until 2007, when the Department for
environment, food and rural affairs (Defra) published a new report entitled securing a natural
healthy environment: an action for embedding an ecosystems approach in response to the
new imperatives of climate change, the post-Nagoya strategic timeframe, and UK devolution.
This policy-strategy paper asserted the Government’s commitment to translocating the
approach into a UK policy response. This response took the form of distilling the Malawi
principles down into an easier format to aid its translocation into a joined-up biodiversity policy

landscape (Haines-Young and Potschin, 2008).

The (UK) Principles of taking an Ecosystem Approach

UK ecosystem approach principles

1. Taking a more holistic approach to policy-making and delivery, with the focus
on maintaining healthy ecosystems and ecosystem services
2. Ensuring that the value of ecosystem services is fully reflected in decision-
making
3. Ensuring environmental limits are respected in the context of sustainable
development, taking into account ecosystem functioning
4. Taking decisions at the appropriate spatial scale while recognising the
cumulative impacts of decisions
5. Promoting adaptive management of the natural environment to respond to
changing pressures, including climate change.
Defra, 2007

This has since been supported by other policy documents such as the 2011 white paper the

Natural Choice: securing the value for nature, the national planning policy framework (2012),
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and to a lesser extent Making space for nature (2010). From the perspective of the UK
Government they have been making every effort to implement the ecosystem approach
domestically (Rosario Ortiz Quijano, 2014). Indeed, the Government feel a strong alignment
between the interests and capabilities of the UK and the decisions of the COP of the CBD.
This is articulated in the five self-reported progress reviews the UK has submitted to the CBD
ahead of COP meetings. These reports suggest that despite having significantly less
biodiversity compared to other states, the UK does have strong biodiversity conservation

capacities through which promote the ecosystem approach (DETR, 2001).

The problem with the ecosystem approach

As already alluded to the ecosystem approach is a policy that is poorly implemented across
all scales of GEG and its actors (Smith and Maltby, 2003; Shepard, 2004; Shepard, 2008). It
faces a host of challenges to operationalisation which, whilst they aren’t discussed in detail
here, can be summarised as problems of concept, of governance, and of capacity.
Fundamentally the ecosystem approach concept is one which is poorly understood by its
intended audience of policy makers and environmental management practitioners. Attempts
by the CBD to improve comprehension, and thus increase implementation, have not
succeeded. Furthermore, its intended audiences, not to mention the wider public (Fish and
Saritisi, 2015), do not understand how to operationalise its sometimes abstract principles into
management practice and decision making (Fish et al, 2011). When coupled to its weak
compliance regime, it makes it unlikely to be substantively utilised by signatories; or where it
is used, it is in a piecemeal and sporadic fashion that suits their interests. Whilst it may be
conceptually and fundamentally flawed (Guruswarmy, 1999) recent years have seen a spate
of renewed interest in translocating it into practice at the sub-national, and more local scales.
Following COP 10 (and the resulting Aichi biodiversity targets), a confluence between the
emergent imperative of climate change, the findings of the millennium ecosystem assessment
(2003), as well as the ongoing process of devolution led to new, and hitherto unseen iterations
of the ecosystem approach being seen in the UK. Whereas the impact of the imperative of
climate change and the millennium ecosystem assessment on policy have been explored
elsewhere the impact of devolution on biodiversity policy and especially the ecosystem

approach remains poorly understood.
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Re-ordering the union

The post-world war two dissolution of the
British Empire back towards its core
nation state of the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland (UK) is
both unique, and yet highly typical of other

European post-colonial contractions.
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ST i’ under notions of ‘home-rule’ is

contemporarily seen through the prism of
‘devolution’. Thus, whilst the UK is normatively described as a unitary multi-national state, it
is a union of pronounced asymmetry with nations differentiated by population, wealth and
constitution, yet intrinsically bound by economic, social and political bonds (Hazell, 2015).
Whilst the UK is not unique amongst post-colonial European states in feeling the effects of
sub-national devolutionary pressures (see Catalonia or Venice), it is only state attempting to
effect a sustainable devolution settlement without the foundation of a national constitution to
order such a process (Greer, 2004). Whilst the process of decolonisation of many overseas
territories occurred quickly after world war two (Pearce, 2009), the repatriation of powers to

the constituent home nations of UK has been necessarily much slower.

Devolution is a fundamental driver of UK politics and manifested significantly under the New
Labour administration (1997-2008) which saw seen successes such as the creation of a
national parliament in Scotland, a national assembly in Wales and a national assembly in
Northern Ireland. Indeed, as often oft-quoted by Davies (1999), devolution in an ongoing
‘process and not an event’ and continues today. The devolutionary process is one without an
overall strategy or plan, and it is advanced in stops and starts through bilateral agreements
mandated and legitimised through domestic referenda. Critically, the stop-start devolutionary
process is a fraught experience of negotiation, compromise and often appeasement (Leyland,

2011; Hazell, 2015). Just as the nation’s comprising the union are asymmetric, so too are
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the powers which can be repatriated with some more critical and less likely to be repatriated
than others. The differentiation is made between powers which states have the governance
capacity to manage effectively, the devolved powers (ie education, health), and those which
are best managed in the ongoing interest of the UK, the reserved powers (ie defence, foreign
policy). Similarly, the causes that lie behind individual states desire for greater devolution are
complex, idiosyncratic and evolving. Whilst some explanations suggest that it is driven by
deep-seated cultural differences (Gardiner, 2004), a disenfranchisement from the
constitutional legacy of empire (Adams and Robinson, 2002), or the desire for economic self-
determination (Cooke and Clifton, 2005); though ultimately any significant exploration of
which is beyond the scope of this paper. Whilst the eventual outcome of this process is
unknowable; clearly each has unique cultural identities, political eddies to navigate and
governance capacities that may constrain the degree of devolution that may be sought. Whilst
the multi-nation unitary state that is the UK is not a full federalist arrangement (Keating and
Salmon, 2001), and is as Adams and Robinson (2002) suggest a quasi-federalist settlement,
perhaps full federalism is the ultimate destiny of the UK. The outcome of the devolution
process will be more power and independence devolved to the nations, though whether this
repatriation of power is an amicable federalism or an uncivil balkanisation is unknowable.
What is salient is that the desire for devolution has deep roots, it is an ongoing process that
has already seen significant progress, and there is a clear public appetite for more of it (Smith

Commission, 2015).

Each of these outcomes could have ramifications for the domestic natural environments of
each nation and may impact upon their ability to formulate collectivised responses to
environmental issues. For all of the nation’s concerned the ‘environment’ has become a
devolved power. This means each nation has responsibility for managing their natural
environments, including biodiversity conservation. All the devolved nations are still technically
part of the UK, and the EU, and so are party to the CBD through their membership of these
institutions. However, their engagement with the CBD is limited as engagement with GEG
remains within the purview of ‘foreign affairs’ which is a fully reserved power. This
engagement with the CBD can be characterised as reactive as the nation’s respond to
decisions of the COP once they have been filtered through the EU and UK, but they have a
very limited influencing role in GEG. Furthermore, the different nations of the UK aim for an
overarching cooperative strategic approach to UK biodiversity conservation, and responding
to the CBD, as per the UK post 2010 biodiversity framework (JNCC, 2012). Though ultimate
responsibility for domestic environmental management now rests with the individual nations.
Indeed, each of these nations has chosen to grasp the responsibility for biodiversity

conservation in subtly different ways which have, in turn, led to different interpretations and
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uses of the ecosystem approach. Considering both its weak nature, and its implementation
deficit, the ecosystem approach is being implemented in different formats in each of the
devolved nations. Each of these iterations highlights interesting comparative dynamics about

the nations approach to biodiversity conservation.

England

England was the founding state of the UK and arguably remains the state with the poorest
resilience, both culturally and constitutionally, for the contemporary challenges to its stability
(Hazell, 2006). Indeed, England remains the ‘gaping hole’ in the UK’s devolution settlement
(Hazell, 2000), and whilst the recent Scottish Independence referendum (2015) may have
shored the union for a while longer, other divisive dynamics continue to exert pressure
towards its reduction. Critically, the environmental governance challenges facing England in
a post-UK, post-EU, world are acute, little discussed and largely unresolved (see: West
Lothian question). Whilst a significant proportion of the English electorate disagree with this
continued devolution (Curtice, 2010) it cannot be overtly denied by Westminster. Instead
power is devolved through the dynamic process of negotiation, compromise and
appeasement. Despite this, in the interests of parity across the union, and in trying to meet
the looming post-union constitutional crisis in England, options for a devolution of powers
within England have been, and continue to be considered. This devolution or decentralisation
of powers could be seen as either reactive to the devolution zeitgeist, or proactive in the cause
of promoting greater democracy and efficiency through diminishing the ‘dead hand of
bureaucracy’. This movement in England has been witnessed in two distinct phases over the
preceding twenty years. Perhaps the more important of these was the notion of English
regionalism which proliferated under the New Labour Governments (1997-2010). New
Labour regionalism was championed by Deputy Prime-minister John Prescott (1997-2005)
with his dual political and bureaucratic agenda (McLean, 2005). The logic of New Labour
regionalism reasoned that regions represented the best scale through which order could be
re-established following the collapse of the nationally configured Fordist-Keynesian
accumulation regime (Storper, 1997; Harrison, 2009). Indeed, New-Labour viewed
regionalism, and the regions, as the key to delivering their sustainable development strategy
(Goodwin, 2012), and as the most effective scale for engaging with the ‘one planet world’
agenda (Defra, 20058). Indeed, they sought to construct and coalesce new regional identities
through the use of regional networks and institutions (ie regional development agencies, and
indirectly-elected regional assemblies in England), and through enabling regional authority

over environmental issues such as sustainable development, climate change and
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conservation. Critically, they started advancing an English devolution settlement, hitherto

unseen, to parallel and mirror those from around the rest of the union (Tomaney, 2002).

However, this regionalist agenda waxed and then waned under New Labour. After many
early successes, it was dealt a first blow in 2004 where the English electorate rejected directly-
elected assemblies in a referendum (Harrison, 2009). Although regionalism limped on after
this (Sandford, 2006), this result ultimately stalled the momentum behind devolution for
England. Indeed, the perceived inequalities of the Barnett Formula, regional poverty and
identity, and the ongoing devolution in other areas continued to exert a devolution-influence
on English politics. The concept of regionalism has dealt a further blow by the Tory coalition
(2010-2015), and Tory majority (2015-) Governments, who are profoundly hostile to what they
consider the artificial construct of regionalism (Sandford, 2006). This is not to suggest that
the Tory administration are anti-devolution, only that powers should be devolved on their
terms to the very real governance institutions of local government, communities and cities.
This new English devolution agenda is called localism, and it is promoted through the localism
act (2011). Theoretically, localism is about ‘the transfer of power, authority and resources
from central government to local government and other (existing) local public agencies, who
in turn devolve to and empower communities’ (Jameson, 2011). It suggests the optimal scale
of greater devolved governance should be at the local, community or local-government scale,
and unlike regionalism, not at the artificially constructed regional scale. Localism could,
conceptually, align with the ecosystem approach’s mandate for decentralized decision-
making (Malawi principle two), or notions of environmental subsidiarity (Jordan, 2010), though
concrete examples of the decentralizing power of localism remain elusive. Indeed, localism
remains a nebulous concept (Padley, 2013) whose practical impact remains poorly
understood. Similarly, whether the localism or regionalism scales are the most effective for
biodiversity conservation and the ecosystem approach remain unknown, though Peterson et
al (2007) suggests that under regionalism there exits the potential for both enhancing
biodiversity conservation outcomes, and for enabling a use of the ecosystem approach.
Similarly, the decentralisation thrust of localism conceptually aligns with many of the principles
of the ecosystem approach. However how these two agendas work together in practice in
England (especially where it clashes with austerity precipitated cuts to conservation funding),

remains to be researched.

Congruent with England having the weakest devolution settlement there is no direct
legislation governing the English environment or biodiversity, indeed there is no English
legislative body from which to create such. Therefore, biodiversity conservation in England

falls under UK environmental legislation and law. Despite this, the English approach to
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biodiversity conservation has been expressed in policy documents. The first significant
articulation of which was in Working with the grain of Nature: A biodiversity strategy for
England (2002). This policy-strategy document articulated the high-level targets in alignment
with the CBD, its use of indicators and monitoring, and talks in broad terms about ‘taking a
holistic approach’ (Chapter Three); without specifically mentioning the ecosystem approach
or giving detail about operationalising an integrated holistic perspective. In heralding a re-
articulation of environmental policy (inc biodiversity) the coalition Government (2010-2015)
announced its overarching environmental programme in a white paper entitled Natural
Choice: securing the value of Nature (2011). This was followed by the England specific
Biodiversity 2020: A strategy for England’s wildlife and ecosystem services (Defra, 2011),
which superseded Going with the grain of nature, and specifically articulated the new
Governments strategy for biodiversity. This new strategy aligned with much that had come
before, though it also reflected the changes wrought by the CBD’s post-Nagoya strategic
timeframe (2011-2020) and its Aichi targets, the Millennium and national ecosystem
assessments, and a changing focus towards a natural capital approach. This can be clearly
seen in its renewed focus on ecosystem services, landscape scale and ecosystem valuation.
Critically however, it retained a key interest in the ecosystem approach through its 1C

outcome which is a partial re-articulation of Aichi Target 11, and states that:

“By 2020 at least 17% of land and inland water, especially areas of particular
importance for biodiversity and ecosystem services, conserved through effective,
integrated and joined up approaches to safeguard biodiversity and ecosystem services
including through management of our existing systems of protected areas and the

establishment of nature improvement areas”.

The Biodiversity 2020 — a strategy for England’s wildlife and ecosystem services represents
the single document articulating the policy framework relevant to the ecosystem approach in
England. This policy document suggests that English biodiversity protection and management
should build upon making space for nature (Lawton et al, 2010), the national ecosystem
assessments, and the Nagoya Protocol (and Aichi biodiversity targets) to create a national
strategy which is integrative, socially minded, economically embedded, and mindful of cultural
and spatial scales. It is the pre-eminent policy document considering the English approach to
biodiversity conservation and mentions the ecosystem approach briefly in section 3.7 around
support for local delivery. None of these documents were used as a basis for proposing an
alternative English iteration of the ecosystem approach, instead this was carried out through
the use of a handbook for managers and partnerships (Porter et al, 2011) created by Natural

England and Countryscape. This handbook suggests to landscape scale managers and
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partnerships that an application of the approach should instead focus on three core principles
of valuing natures services, involving people, and understanding how nature works. However,
it also suggests a process format for operationalising the ecosystem approach based upon
five steps. It does not recommend that each of these steps need to be followed sequentially,

only that resource constrained partnerships and managers should use it as best they can.

Natural England - ecosystem approach distillation and process

<\qo\\l‘“g peoble 1. Define the partnership

Define the partnership area - Initial stakeholder engagement - Partnership
%\\

working - Putting ideas into practice
ecosystem

2. Understand the place
What is special about your place - Identify ecosystem services - Sharing
information — Taking actions forwards

3. Plan for change
Identify what is causing damage - understanding stakeholder aspirations =
focusing action — taking actions forwards

o o
P~ £ x 5. Integrated delivery and monitoring
\G—— ¢b _eo Learning and adapting — monitoring outcomes — annual evaluation and
& reporting — taking actions forwards

Ecosystems knowledge network and Natural England

Following Porter et al (2011), Natural England are currently conducting an assessment
process aimed at land management partnerships that is their fulfilment of the Nagoya
outcome 1c target for assessing alignment and implementation of the ecosystem approach
(Natural England, 2016). This outcome is being actioned (at present) by Natural England
through their outcome 1C self-assessment for English National Parks (completed March
2016) (Natural England, 2016) and planned for Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in

summer 2016.

Northern Ireland

Following many decades of unrest Northern Ireland has been actively engaged in the post
1997 devolutionary processes. Following two positive referenda in Ireland (Northern and the
Irish Republic), the Good Friday Agreement was reached in 1998, which led to the Northern
Ireland act (1998). Under this act, certain powers have been devolved (or transferred in this
case) to the legislative assembly, and certain ‘excepted’ or ‘reserved’ powers remain within
the purview of Westminster. However, Northern Ireland has a unique political landscape
compared to the rest of the devolved nations, and has enjoyed a more stop-start devolution

process compared to the other devolved nations (Trench, 2005). This is broadly mirroring the
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stop-start nature of the peace process and the historic failures of power sharing which
preceded the Good Friday Agreement (Wilford, 2000). In summary, Northern Ireland has a
devolution settlement based upon shared national executive and legislative assemblies
(D’Hondt formula) with a reserved powers devolution settlement. This new power sharing has
been built upon many decades of failure (Wilford, 2000), is often precarious (Trench, 2005),
and critically may not be delivering devolution quickly enough for the citizens of Northern
Ireland (Wilson, 2011).

The Northern Irish Assembly now has full-devolved powers over the environment. This
includes biodiversity protection, though Northern Ireland has a limited degree of specific
environmental legislation, and none particularly focused on biodiversity conservation. Whilst
Northern Ireland issued an early, post-devolution response to the ecosystem approach, it has
not created any new legislation to cover biodiversity. Indeed, the UK helped establish the
Northern Ireland Biodiversity Group in 1999 to oversee the establishment of a comprehensive
biodiversity strategy; and the resultant Northern Ireland Biodiversity Strategy (2002) which
explicitly mentions the Northern Irish policy alignment towards taking an ecosystem approach.
By the second report of the Northern Ireland Biodiversity Group (2009) the ecosystem
approach had its own dedicated chapter. This chapter reaffirms the Malawi Principles,
suggests a Northern Irish vision towards one day creating a unique iteration of the ecosystem
approach, and highlights how not understanding how to apply it makes operationalisation

more challenging. Indeed, it reiterated this challenge where it suggested that:

“A major initiative is required to translate the ecosystem approach from being a

general concept to a well-defined and actioned policy”.

The most contemporary policy pronouncement comes from Valuing nature: a biodiversity
strategy for Northern Ireland to 2020 (2015). This strategy acknowledges the push it feels
from the CBD, the WFD and MSFD to use the ecosystem approach. The valuing nature
document expresses a desire to see its designated sites managed using an ecosystem
approach by 2020 as well as broadly endorsing the ecosystem approach concept. Critically it
acknowledges that operationalizing the approach in Northern Ireland will require a unique and
proactive policy response. Despite the recognition of this need, no such response has been
forthcoming. Northern Ireland has many of the re-cast (and powerful) environmental
institutions that are promoting regionalised forms of the ecosystem approach in Scotland and
Wales, such as the Northern Irish Environment Agency, though it does not have a comparative

agency to Natural England, Natural Resources Wales or Scottish natural heritage.
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Scotland

Following many decades of movement towards greater home rule, in 1997 there was a
successful pre-legislative referendum on Scottish devolution. Whilst not being a vote for full
independence, it led to the Scotland Act (1998) which enshrined in law the devolution of
certain governance powers from Westminster to Holyrood. The Scottish devolution
settlement is of the reserved form with powers of governance categorised as either devolved
(ie health, education, planning, and jurisprudence) or reserved (Defence, non-renewable
energy, constitutional affairs). Those devolved powers have passed to Holyrood and the new
Scottish Parliament. Responsibility for the environment, including biodiversity conservation,
is a devolved power. In 2014, there was a referendum on full independence, and whilst this
was ultimately unsuccessful, it led to the creation the Smith Commission (2014) on further
devolution. This arguably galvanised and precipitated the Scottish National Party (SNP)
landslide of Scottish constituencies at the 2015 general election. Moreover, the Smith
Commission found an appetite for further devolution in Scotland, and though a full
implementation of its recommendations was promised, they delivery of these is a contested

point.

Since devolution, Scotland has introduced unique biodiversity legislation and policies, and the
Government have sought to make it a key national issue (Bailey, 2011). In addition to
legislation, Scotland articulates its approach to biodiversity through a series of policy
documents which began with Scotland’s Biodiversity: its in your hands (2004). This document
set aspirational non-binding targets for biodiversity by 2030 against the key categories of
species and habitats, people, landscapes and ecosystems, integration and co-ordination and
knowledge. Whilst not mentioning the ecosystem approach, or indeed explicitly using
language common to it, this policy document appears to adhere to the broad themes of
ecology, society, economics, scale, and dynamics of the ecosystem approach (Korn et al,
2002; Scott et al, 2014). Following the CBD COP 10 (Nagoya) and the CBD’s new 2011-
2020 strategy Scotland announced its new 2020 challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity (2013)
strategy paper. When taken together with Scotland’s biodiversity: its in your hands, these
account for the entirety of the Scottish biodiversity strategy (Scottish Government online).
Enabled by legislation and policy, responsibility for a range of statutory agencies such as the
Scottish Environment Agency, Scottish Natural Heritage and Biodiversity Scotland conducts
environmental management activities. The 2020 challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity (2013)
sets out craft a unique Scottish response to the CBD ecosystem approach, and that this
should be:
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“An approach to planning and decision-making that will establish what needs to be
done at the landscape scale to solve problems. It provides a unified agenda that public
bodies, land managers and marine users can work towards and focuses action on

areas in greatest need of restoration based on assessments of ecosystem health’.
In seeking to cast the Scottish response it suggests a distillation down to three broad
principles supported by a publically available evaluative tool (Pepper, 2016), and commentary

notes for communities and partnerships.

The Scottish principles of taking an ecosystem approach

Scottish ecosystem approach principles

1. Take account of how ecosystems work. Nature connects across landscapes, so
we need to consider the broad and local scales. The capacity of ecosystems to
respond to impacts and provide resources is not infinite. Ecosystems are dynamic
so we must recognise that change will happen. By using up-to-date information,
embracing adaptive management principles, and trying to sustain nature’s multiple
benefits, we can ensure that nature continues to contribute to Scotland’s growth.

2. Take account of services that ecosystems provide to people, such as regulating
floods and climate, breaking down waste, providing food, fuel and water, and
contributing to quality of life, culture and wellbeing.

3. Involve people in decision-making, especially those who benefit from ecosystem
services and those who manage them. This means valuing people’s knowledge,
helping people to participate, and giving people greater ownership and

responsibility.

Scottish Government, 2013

Furthermore, the use of an ecosystem approach is explicitly articulated in the Scotland land
use strategy 2016-2021, and is further elaborated on an information note for applying the
ecosystem approach to landuse (Natural Scotland, 2011). This note attempts to show how
to use the approach in practice, including general public and public sector bodies (ie as part

of strategic environmental assessments).

Wales

Congruent with the other nations, soon after the start of the New Labour administration the
voice for Wales white paper set out the terms for a second referenda on devolution (1997).

With 50.3% of the vote, the referendum was a success, and led to the Government of Wales
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Act (1998). Unlike Scotland, the Welsh constitutional devolution settlement followed a
conferred powers model, and allowed the new Government in Cardiff to make secondary
legislation. This ‘halfway house’ was largely seen as unacceptable however (Hazell, 2006),
and following the Richard commission (2004) a second white paper was published (Better
governance for wales, 2005), which in turn precipitated the Government of Wales Act (2006).
This act gave the Welsh devolved Government power to make primary legislation in defined
areas. Further law making powers were devolved in 2011. Following the Silk Commission
(2011), the conferred powers model of devolution was deemed inappropriate to meet Welsh
aspirations for its democracy. Indeed, whilst Wales had been subject to more changes in its
devolution settlement since 1998 than either Scotland or Northern Ireland, it still enjoyed fewer
powers (Silk Commission, 2011) and remained the most un-resolved devolutionary settlement
(Hazell, 2006). Operationalising the constitutional recommendations of the Silk Commission
involved a necessarily complex set of cross-party negotiations, which led eventually to the St
David’s Day Agreement (2014) and Wales Act (2014), which sought to devolve more powers,
apply a funding floor to the Welsh funding settlement from Westminster, and move towards a
reserved powers model. The movement towards a reservation style model is ongoing, though
the Wales office suggests that Welsh devolution need not necessarily seek to copy those in

Scotland, and should instead continue to seek a unique devolution settlement (Cairns, 2016).

Schedule seven of the Government of Wales Act (2006) identifies ‘environment’ as a fully
devolved-conferred power. Furthermore, the recently enacted Environment Bill Wales (2016)
represents the most ambitious and far-reaching consolidation of environmental powers into a
single piece of devolved legislation. Wales has historically articulated its environmental and
biodiversity strategies through policy documents, such as the Environment Strategy for Wales
(2006) which built upon the our environment, our future, your views consultation, and set out
a twenty-year strategy for the Welsh environment inclusive of biodiversity protection. This
wide-ranging policy document addresses issues such as climate change, environmental
hazards and biodiversity. Indeed, the biodiversity chapter (p36-37) highlights how the
strategy was to align with the UK BAP format, inclusive of national and local BAP’s. Whilst
this document used much of the language and terminology of ecosystem services, it did not
mention ecosystem approach explicitly. From 1997-2012 Welsh policy alignment to
biodiversity conservation can arguably be characterised as reactive to the key environmental
governance prescriptions from the UK Government and from the EU. Whilst there was limited
interest during this period in the ecosystem approach (Dernie et al, 2006) it was all aligned to
the original Malawi principles. However, interest in a more proactive approach to Welsh
environmental governance, and specifically towards a stronger national iteration of

biodiversity policy was articulated in the Sustaining a Living Wales Green Paper (2012). In
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many ways, this Green paper was the watershed when Wales moved from being reactive to
UK biodiversity policy and governance towards a more proactive position. This consultation
concluded with the suggestion that all environmental governance in Wales become
coordinated under a single programme called ‘Natural Resource Management’ (2013). The

NRM programme was fivefold. The third objective of which was:

“Embedding the ecosystem approach, (including associated demonstration projects)
which will showcase the benefits this approach can bring, and from which we can learn

about how and when the approach can be used’. (Welsh Government online)

The fourth action was for the creation of a new Welsh natural environment agency that would
consolidate the functions of many other former agencies (Forestry Commission, Environment
Agency Wales and the Countryside Council for Wales). Natural Resources Wales (NRW)
acts as the central unifying agency for Welsh environmental matters. This agency has a
strong legislative and statutory footing, and centralises over forty environmental regulatory
functions in one agency. NRW is seeking to construct a unique policy and practice response
to the ecosystem approach (Jenkins et al, 2015) based upon Welsh demonstration projects
(Scott et al, 2014). Critically, it seeks to make this a statutory policy response to the
ecosystem approach. Scott et al (2014:129) has suggested that NRW will place the
ecosystem approach at the centre of its thinking and practice, and create a new framework

for its operationalisation:

“The NRW ecosystem approach framework is aimed at all staff in NRW. Its purpose
is to help staff understand what the ecosystem approach is about, and to start to

apply it in everyday work’.
Created in partnership with the TABLES project, this new framework aims to operationalise

the ecosystem approach for a Welsh context, which prioritises the values of being integrated,

timely, participative, iterative, visionary and outcome driven.
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Reproduced from Scott et al (2014: 27)

It suggests fusing the principles into a process for NRW’s working practices and decision-
making (Elliott and Monk, 2014), as well as distilling the principles down into a more
operational form. Indeed, it is suggested that the NRM programme more broadly use a
distilled form of the ecosystem approach (Natural resources policy statement, 2016), in

addition to the process suggested by Scott et al (2014).

Comparative analysis of devolved policy responses

There are many similarities between the different nation cases, both culturally and
governmentally. This is especially true of their environmental and biodiversity governance
structures and yet, despite this, they have each constructed different policy responses to the
ecosystem approach. An understanding of why, and which dynamics are driving this variance
may be able to help illuminate the critical structures for advancing devolved biodiversity
conservation. Therefore, this paper has undertaken a qualitative comparative analysis of the
key variables that influence devolved policy responses to the ecosystem approach.
Furthermore, it has opted for taking a positivist approach to comparing objective variables, an
approach which is contemporarily under used. Indeed, the selection of the key objective key
variables was based upon the availability of data for comparison, and the credibility of the
source. This means that, as per Vira et al (2011), qualitative policy-strategy documents and
legislation have been used as the primary sources for this comparison, as they offer the most

accurate triangulation on governmental intentions and policy responses. To locate the key
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variables, it conducted a systematic review of UK, and devolved, biodiversity policy and
legislative documents to identify references to the ecosystem approach. Each combination of
these variables has led to a different policy response which this analysis then subjectively
rates, and argues, in terms of their progressive and innovative response to the challenge of
translocating the ecosystem approach. The selection of the key variables omits other
variables, due to their subjectivity which may still be influencing the policy responses.
Considering the positivist approach adopted by this study these subjective confounding
variables, such as leadership, funding or unique political culture, are not included in the
comparative analysis, but a perception on their relative impact is addressed in the later

analysis.
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Means Motive Opportunity Outcome
Nation Biodiversity Environment | Devolution | Response Policy-Strategy Documents Legislation Policy Responses Strength
Agencies Ministry Power requirement
Dis Pro | Vol | Stat
Northern | Northern Agriculture, Reserved | * Valuing nature: a biodiversity Nature conservation and * Low
Ireland Ireland environment strategy for Northern Ireland to amenity land (1985)
Environment | and rural 2020 (2015) ,
Agency affairs Enwrpnment Order (2002)
(relating to SSSI)
Wildlife order (1985)
Scotland | Scottish Environment, | Reserved | * Scotland’s Biodiversity: its in Nature Conservation * * Medium
environmental | climate your hands (2004) (Scotland) Act (2004)
protection change and ,
agency land reform ZQ2Q cha!lenge for Scotland’s Landuse strategy (2011)
Biodiversity (2013)
Scottish
natural
heritage
England | Environment | Defra Localism * Working with the grain of Countryside and rights of way * * * Medium
Agency Nature: A biodiversity strategy act (2000)
for England (2002). )
Natural Natural environment and rural
England Biodiversity 2020 — a strategy communities act (2006)
for England’s wildlife and
ecosystem services (2011)
Porter et al (2011)
Wales Natural Environment | Reserved | * Sustaining a Living Wales | Environment (Wales) Act * * * High
resources and (2012) (2016)
Wales countryside
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The comparative model above identifies and compares the key variables influencing the
emergence of unique translocations of the ecosystem approach in each of the devolved
nations. It clusters these together into three overriding variables of ‘motive, means,
opportunity’ (Saxton and Benson, 2008) and then their ‘policy response’. The use of a ‘motive,
means and opportunity’ construct, though descriptive of Sherlock Holmes’s deductive method
is, in this case, more closely resembles a derivation of Kingdon’s multiple stream (MS)
framework (Kingdon, 1995). The above model suggests that a variable of ‘motive’, which
corresponds to Kingdon’s ‘problem’ stream, is the first key dynamic (ie the deficit of integrated
approaches to biodiversity conservation is identified as a problem). It then suggests that there
needs to be a ‘means’ for constructing and actioning the solution to the problem, and finally
an ‘opportunity’ for translocation, which correlates to kingdon’s ‘policy window’. This study
deviates from Kingdon’s framework where it suggests that the window is not the final dynamic,
but that a unique, but that the varying responses are. It suggests that the separate, yet inter-
related streams of policy-strategy, natural environment organisations, and alignment towards
the ecosystem approach can intersect to create policy responses, or not, in the case of
Northern Ireland. As Zahariadis (2007) suggests, whilst MS theory tends towards being
utilised for understanding policy formulation, it also has value for understanding policy

implementation.

In this analysis the ‘means, motive and opportunity’ are independent variables, with the policy
response being the dependent variable. Whilst all the nations have a shared ‘motive’, the
streams of ‘means and opportunities’ for action vary. Having the ‘means’ to act on the ‘motive’
is seen through having a natural environment agency who can construct, implement and then
monitor the unique iteration. Through devolution, all the nations have the power to create a
new version should they wish, and all have environmental ministries who could take high-level
ownership of developing an original translocation. ‘Opportunities’ for crafting unique iterations
can be seen to come through either policy-strategy documents or through legislation. The
policy-strategy documents in the main represent supplementary updates to existing strategies
and legislations to account for the changes wrought by super-national forces that need to be
aligned towards; such as climate change, the post-Nagoya 2011-2020 strategic period or the
evolving process of devolution itself. These documents often articulate national strategies
with aspirational biodiversity conservation targets and non-binding goals for practice. In
contrast, the legislative window of opportunity offers the opportunity to institute the ecosystem
approach in a statutory format making it much stronger than the aspirational form seen in
policy documents. The ‘outcome’ in this regard refers to the policy response, and not the
overall biodiversity outcome, which is a different matter. The effect of the different policy

responses to biodiversity outcomes can only be speculated upon at present. In the above
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model the ‘outcome’ is referenced in terms of it being a ‘distillative’ (dis), or a processive (pro)
response, with the logic being that processive being superior to distillative, and distillative and
processive together better still. The ‘outcome’ is also categorised in terms of the response
being either a voluntary (vol), or statutory (stat) instrument; which considering the relative
strength of statutory environment instruments over voluntary ones, takes statutory to be
preferential. From the combination of variables, a subjective ‘strength of response’ is given

in the final column.

As already stated, Northern Ireland has expressed a ‘motive’ to create a new iteration of the
ecosystem approach to suit their unique milieu. In terms of ‘means’, it has both an
environment ministry who could take ownership of this, and the devolved power to take this
course of action. What this comparative analysis has shown however is that it perhaps lacks
the same form of Natural Environment agency that have led the unique iterations in the other
nations. Certainly, it has an environment agency, as they all do, but it lacks a specific
organisation with a natural heritage-environment remit. It has had a recent ‘opportunity’ for
creating a new iteration through the Valuing nature: a biodiversity strategy for Northern Ireland
to 2020 (2015) strategy document. The lack of a new iteration in this policy document is a
missed opportunity, as whereas other nations have used the creation of updated biodiversity
strategy aligning towards the CBD 2011-2020 strategic timeframe to construct a new iteration,
Northern Ireland has not used this window of opportunity despite a clear motive to do so.
Moreover, there is a significant and pronounced lack of recent environmental legislation in

Northern Ireland, which could have offered alternative windows of opportunity.

The Scottish government has expressed a ‘motive’ for constructing a unique iteration of the
ecosystem approach. Furthermore, they have the ‘means’ to do so, through reserved power
over the environment, a dedicated environment ministry in Edinburgh, and an agency to take
ownership of promoting the ecosystem approach in Natural Heritage Scotland. It has taken
advantage of the window of opportunity presented by the strategic pivot towards the CBD
2011-2020 strategic timeframe seen in 2020 challenge for Scotland’s Biodiversity (2013) to
create a unique policy response. However, considering the non-statutory, aspirational, nature
of the biodiversity 2020 strategy documents it does not suggest that this version of the
ecosystem approach should be delivered through any hard environmental policy instrument
(EPI). There may potentially have been other opportunities, such as the Nature Conservation
(Scotland) Act (2004), but it should be noted that pre-2007 (UK Defra ecosystem approach)
none of the nations were concerned with constructing new derivative iterations. Indeed, it was
devolution itself, which played a fundamental role in Defra doing this in 2007, and so the
Nature conservation act (2004) would not have suited. In this way the 2020 challenge for

Scotland’s Biodiversity (2013) represents the best window of opportunity to date, and one that
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was used. The Scottish policy response was to distil the Malawi principles down into a simpler
format. There are some supporting texts to go with this (Pepper, 2016), but no mention of
operationalising the approach into a process as per England. Moreover, there has yet been
no attempt at assessing partnerships and manager’s alignment towards using the Scottish
ecosystem approach so the impact of this distillation and its subsequent promotion remains

unclear.

England has the poorest devolution settlement of any of the nations and as such, it borrows
all of its environmental governance architecture from the UK. Whilst Defra have constructed
an English policy-strategy response to the CBD 2011-2020 strategic timeframe that extolled
the value of the ecosystem approach, and the need for interpretations, it does not actually
articulate such a specific reinterpretation. Instead, this is left to Natural England who, in
collaboration with countryscape, produced the ecosystem approach handbook (Porter et al,
2011). Aimed at landscape scale partnerships this handbook expresses a ‘motive’ and
proposes both a distillation of the ecosystem approach principles and a processive structure
for operationalising them. Like Scotland, this distillation seeks to make the principles simpler
to operationalise, though unlike Scotland it goes further in producing a process for use. This
process is far more proactive than a simple distillation and represents a more ambitious
reinterpretation of the ecosystem approach. This is furthered where Natural England is
currently attempting what no other nations has done and delivering an assessment of
landscape scale partnerships alignment to the ecosystem approach through its outcome 1c
self-assessments. The results of these assessments would both satisfy the Nagoya outcome
1C action and highlight how successful their domestic effort at promoting implementation has
been. Critically however, Porter et al (2011) is a handbook and has none of the official push
of a policy-strategy document let alone legislation. In this way, it is somewhat perfunctory,
and its use solely based upon knowledge dissemination, which has historically been shown to

be one of the weakest environmental policy instruments (EPI) (Connelley et al, 2014).

Wales has a clearly expressed motive for creating a new iteration of the ecosystem approach.
It also has the means for doing so seen in a dedicated environmental ministry, the recently
awarded reserved devolution settlement, and most importantly the new NRM programme.
The window of opportunity for this new iteration comes not from the CBD 2011-2020 policy-
strategy documents seen in England, Scotland and Northern Ireland, but rather through direct
legislation in the Environment (Wales) bill (2006). This bill seeks to enshrine the use of an
ecosystem approach in a statutory format, and in this way its implementation may go far
beyond the non-statutory formats seen in the other nations. In a similar way to Porter et al
(2011) in England, its reinterpretation of the ecosystem approach is both distillative and

processive. This appears the most powerful form of translocation as it both simplifies the
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important points of Malawi principles, but also directs users towards putting them into action.
This is preferable to the Scottish distillation that just attempts to make them easier to
understand and then offers some supporting documents to guide their use. However, the
Welsh translocation is potentially superior to the Natural England version due to its statutory
nature inculcated in the functioning of the NRW agency. Considering the significant remit this
powerful new agency enjoys this offer the most powerful EPI for delivering the ecosystem

approach of any of the nations.

Means, motive and opportunity

This analysis has shown how all the devolved nations have expressed a desire, or motive, to
construct a unique translocation. Certainty, the expression alone is not an objective
assessment of motive, and many other confounding variables may influence this motive, such
as the effects of leadership or national-political culture. That is not to suggest that these
dynamics may be not be important in responses to the ecosystem approach. Indeed, there is
reference to the important of dynamic leadership (IEMT, 1996; Holt et al, 2011) and political
cultures (Garcia and Cochrane, 2005; Cowan et al, 2012) in the literature surrounding
implementation of the ecosystem approach. However, these can only be subjectively

triangulated upon and so from the positivist perspective are not an explicit part of the analysis.

Instead, the expression of a ‘motive’ given by each of the nations in policy documents will be
taken at face value. Furthermore, each of the nations has had an opportunity, through either
policy-strategy documents or through legislation in the post Nagoya strategic timeframe
through which to construct a unique translocation. It could be suggested that not all
opportunities are alike however, and whilst the post-Nagoya policy-strategy documents offer
an opportunity to construct non-statutory policy responses, it is only really in direct legislation
that the statutory iteration was constructed. Indeed, considering the complexity and multi-
disciplinary nature of the ecosystem approach which is mismatched with siloed governance
structures (Osterblom et al, 2010), it is not surprising that a hard iteration needs much careful

thought, and a statutory footing.

However, this paper suggests that perhaps the most important variable affecting the outcomes
is the means available to the nation. Indeed, at the extremes of this spectrum, in Northern
Ireland and Wales, the lack of suitable agency has led to no translocation at all, and where
there is a new, powerful and statutory agency there is perhaps the most ambitious iteration in
Europe. There are, no doubt, confounding variables which may be affecting the influence of
the means, such as the presence or lack of organisational leadership, legacy issues, or

capacities. The concept of leadership influencing translocation may correlate to the ‘policy
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entrepreneurs’ of Kingdons framework, though the lack of objective data means that this is
excluded from the conclusions drawn. Indeed, these are considered minor variables

compared to the significant, and critical, variables of means, motive and opportunity.

Conclusion

As twenty-first century pressures on the natural world continue to mount (Pereira et al, 2010),
finding solutions becomes more complex, and such solutions are necessarily going to have to
be integrative and trans-disciplinary (Millennium ecosystem assessment, 2003). The
ecosystem approach offers one of the most ambitious blueprints for management practises to
meet this need, though, despite the dire need, it suffers from significant implementation deficit
at all levels of governance, and in all countries. In the interests of meeting this implementation
deficit and operationalising the approach, the devolved nations of the UK, utilising their new
powers over the ‘environment’, have cast translocations of the approach to better suit the
national situation. What this paper has sought to highlight, is how variations in their relative
‘motive, means and opportunity’ have stimulated different policy responses, and perhaps
outcomes. The results of this comparative analysis are an asymmetric spectrum of policy
responses ranging from ‘no significant response' at all, to the ‘processive, distillative and
statutory’ response seen in Wales. Indeed, whilst Northern Ireland shows the least proactive
policy response to the ecosystem approach and Wales the boldest, there are interesting
conclusions to be drawn from England and Scotland as well. This paper has shown how
whilst the other variables can affect the policy response, the ‘means’ plays the most significant
role, and that the respective organisations tasked with reinterpreting, implementing and
monitoring the ecosystem approach hold the keys to its success or failure. For example, in
England it is led by Natural England who have both commissioned a handbook with its own
unique translocation, as well as a self-assessment process for monitoring implementation. In
this way, England appears on a relatively comparable state with Scotland without any of the
devolved architecture that is facilitating the use of the ecosystem approach in Scotland and
Wales, and the credit for this lies with Natural England. In the most positive case Wales gives
an example of the opportunities for ambition when a statutory agency is combined with
targeted biodiversity legislation backed up by devolved power. That is not to say that the
Welsh experiment will necessarily lead to successful outcome, as Waylen et al (2015) highlight
organisational inertia, legacies and other confounding variables may yet play a powerful
disabling role for inculcating an ecosystem approach in this new organisation. What is
required is deeper, longer term, and outcome orientated examination of the Welsh experiment

with the ecosystem approach.
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Certainly any biodiversity outcomes from devolved biodiversity policy will necessarily only be
seen over the long term (Berkes, 2010), and even then, differentiating the source of such
outcomes from other international and EU induced policies may be difficult (Little, 2000).
However, this paper speculates that the way each nation has formulated policy responses to
the ecosystem approach can be used as proxy characterisation of the nation’s overall
response to using their recently devolved environmental and biodiversity power. In this way,
Northern Ireland can be characterised as showing the least amount of proactive ambition to
managing their domestic biodiversity. Scotland and England are making efforts to proactively
manage their biodiversity, though Scotland has done so through more government and
legislation and England through the power and effort of its agencies and in spite of its poor
devolution settlement. Wales is being the most proactive and ambitious by constructing a
unique approach to NRM based upon a new powerful statutory agency supported by
legislation. Critically, what Wales is attempting to do in instituting the ecosystem approach
through statutory EPI is truly original internationally. This experiment bears scrutiny, as if their
mix of distillative and processive translocations proves successful, it could be a model for
future operationalisations of the ecosystem approach around the world to help meet the global

biodiversity challenge.
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