Cultural Ecosystem Services: Making the intangibles tangible?
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‚Intangibles’ are traditionally difficult to measure when it comes to ecosystem assessment. Although they have been recognized as important pillars of social sustainability, elements such as „regional identity“ or „sense of place“ have remained elusive. How can we make the intangibles count?

We applied the concept of cultural ecosystem services in an attempt to assess non-market values associated with the coastal landscape in Dithmarschen and North Frisia. We particularly looked at ways of perceiving landscape and the different types of value that can be associated with it. 

Based on a questionnaire survey of residents in Dithmarschen and North Frisia, we then identify the range of ‚intangibles’ that residents ascribe to their local landscape. Key ‚intangibles’ include aesthetic, wilderness and spiritual values associated with the sea and the Wadden Sea landscape, although we also identified ethical values that were linked to particular images of nature and naturalness. We then assess the importance of these intangibles to local residents by focusing on offshore wind farming as a potential threat. It emerges that opinions on offshore wind are based on a careful personal assessment of different intangibles. Some, such as aesthetics, are clearly space- and also place-dependent. Others are spatially independent (such as ensuring a healthy environment for future generations) but do have a dimension of place (such as ensuring that future generations can enjoy the same local environment that exists today).  

We finally link these intangibles to the sustainability indicators that have been drafted for the trilateral Wadden Sea Forum. We will discuss some of the difficulties that emerge when translating non-market values into indicators and suggest ways of expanding indicators in order to include the intangible values identified above. One conclusion is that qualitative methods will need to be increasingly employed if non-market values are to be monitored over time and qualitative assessments need to be included in indicator systems. 
