
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

e envision a future where widespread economic prosperity raises vulnerable populations out 
of poverty while safeguarding the natural and human capital upon which businesses depend 
and markets operate. In this vision, economic incentives are re-aligned so that investors 

reap rewards for securing both natural and human capital. Businesses and innovation flourish under a 
more stable socio-political landscape, where communities' needs are met and people enjoy universal 
access to clean air and water, and nutritious food.  

 
 
 
 
 
THE PROBLEM 
Current global economic systems reward 
unsustainable practices that deplete 
natural capital to fuel short-term 
commodity production, while failing to 
incentivize stewardship. At the same 
time, awareness of human dependence 
on nature is at an all-time high, the 
science of ecosystem services is rapidly 
advancing, and talk of natural capital is 
now common from governments to 
corporate boardrooms.  
 
Under the current system, short-term 
economic investments that degrade 
natural and human capital are financially rewarded, even though ecosystem shocks expose markets 
to great risk. These risks are often invisible to investors, because ecosystems’ role in fueling 
commodity supply chains has largely been ignored. Even companies and asset managers who are 
aware of the importance of ecosystems are not yet able to easily assess performance against 
promises for natural capital investments. Advances in awareness are not transforming decision-
making at a pace or scope to meet urgent global challenges from development and climate stresses. 
To be able to adapt practices for maximum benefit, the private sector needs greater incentives and 
practical approaches for including natural capital and human well-being metrics in standard return-on-
investment evaluations. We’ve heard from decision-makers the world over that actionable information 
is not as readily accessible as they need it to be. 

 
 
OUR SOLUTION 
We are helping to create methods for private sector natural capital accounting and making relevant 
information readily available through our growing Natural Capital Science and Technology Platform. 
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Leveraging Private Finance For Natural 
Capital Solutions To Forest & Water 
Challenges 
NatCap science and tools are able to predict change 
in water flows from watershed interventions, and 
translate that information into contract terms for 
downstream payers like hydropower and municipal 
water utilities. This information is essential for the 
success of new financial mechanisms that are 
emerging to simultaneously address water challenges 
and land stewardship. Investors such as the pension 
fund managers for CalPERS in California are seeking 

investment opportunities that will provide long-term monetary returns to the funds, while also meeting 
their social and environmental guidelines. These private investments could bridge major gaps in 
funding and reduce costs for land, fire, and water management, and the potential benefits from 
targeted watershed protection and restoration include increased water yield and quality, reduced 
wildfire risk. However, practical tools to help guide interventions to maximize combined benefits are 
lacking. NatCap is working with Blue Forest Conservation to quantify the financial benefits and risks 
of such investments, and is providing the analytic support needed to broker deals between public and 
private actors.  

Assessing The Potential Of Commodity Certification Standards 
The urgency of the challenge to meet growing demand for agricultural products while sustaining 
critical benefits to people from nature has motivated significant investments in the development and 
promotion of sustainability standards for key global agricultural commodities. However, the 
assumption that adoption of sustainability standards will result in conservation benefits has not been 
well tested at the global scale. NatCap is addressing this knowledge gap through global analyses 
evaluating the effect of implementing these standards at scale. Our early work has shown that large-
scale adoption of the standard for sugarcane, Bonsucro, has the potential to increase sugarcane 
yields, while reducing greenhouse gas emissions, and improving water availability and quality. Yet, 
we also identify key shortcomings of current sugarcane standards, including increased pastureland 
displacement and the potential for detrimental indirect effects, which Bonsucro is interested in for 
refining its criteria and informing financial investors. These approaches can aid in evaluating and 
improving the potential benefits of both existing and future certification programs. 
 

Improving Information For Sustainability Reporting   
The Environmental Profit & Loss Account (“EP&L”) was developed at Kering to help corporate 
decision-makers understand the natural capital risks and opportunities in their business and supply 
chains. Kering is main-streaming the EP&L as an internal decision-making tool across their brands, 
but are also considering its potential to serve as a reporting metric, to help investors assess the 
sustainability and reliability of a company’s performance. The Natural Capital Project is working with 
Kering to showcase how the EP&L can be adapted into a more flexible and cutting-edge tool. Our 
spatial, predictive modeling for ecosystem services and growing platform of global data and models 
on natural capital will allow the EP&L the flexibility to explore new management scenarios and test 
possibilities for companies to have positive impact in the production process. The next-generation 
EP&L approach also will represent the most current data and understanding of the spatially explicit 
ecosystem dynamics occurring in agricultural landscapes. Our proof-of-concept analyses have shown 
that current EP&L assessments may be under-estimating the impacts of agricultural management on 
biodiversity and ecosystem services by 2-5 times. Integrating NatCap’s tools like InVEST into the 
EP&L will provide better estimates of company risks and opportunities, facilitating the uptake of 
sustainability metrics into reporting standards for investors. 



THE NATURAL CAPITAL SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY PLATFORM 

The Natural Capital Project (NatCap) adds unique and essential value, developed in our first 10 
years, through (1) innovative science linking nature and human well-being, and (2) magnifying 
successes through the Natural Capital Science & Technology Platform and the use cases on which it 
is built. NatCap and partners around the world have created more than 30 use cases in which 
transparent, scientifically rigorous natural capital information and open source tools are actually used 
to transform decisions by governments, private investors, companies, and communities to improve 
ecosystem support of human wellbeing.  In addition to the still in-progress examples described above, 
we highlight two mature use cases that have led to the development of new tools and analytic 
capabilities on our platform. 
 
Our work with Unilever to inform innovation and sourcing strategies resulted in the development of 
several novel tools and features. This equips corporate sustainability practitioners with the ability to 
enhance life cycle assessment with spatially-explicit, predictive impacts on biodiversity and 
ecosystem services. New tools and features include: 

 A scenario generator that creates alternative futures of agricultural expansion to assess the 
potential land-use change resulting from shifts in commodity demand 

 The integration of the GLOBIO model for biodiversity into the platform 

 The aggregation of global spatial datasets needed to run the InVEST freshwater and terrestrial 
ecosystem service models, making it faster, easier, and cheaper to get results  
 

We have worked with many public-private partnerships (called Water Funds) to screen major cities to 
determine where investments in conservation and restoration of watersheds have the greatest 
potential to improve water quality and flood risk.  Our method and beta Source Water Protection tool 
provides a rapid method for cities, businesses, and other major water users to assess the potential for 
natural infrastructure to make a measureable improvement in water quality given the local context. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE DEMAND  
Beyond use cases, NatCap’s software platform is stimulating demand.  Institutions worldwide – 
governments, corporations, multi-laterals – are experimenting with new approaches to include natural 
capital in key decisions (Fig. 1) 

 NatCap software has been officially adopted by the Government of China to support major 
investments in conservation and human development  

 NatCap software is used in ecosystem service analyses across the globe. Demand is growing 
(e.g., downloads increased by 60% worldwide 2012-2015 and now average 600/month, with 
active users in 80+ countries) 

 PyGeoProcessing, NatCap’s free and open source geospatial programming library, has been 
downloaded over 35,000 times since its launch in early 2015 



 

OUR SCIENCE & SOFTWARE 
NatCap’s large and growing network of partners, collaborators, and data providers continually 

improves the quality of information available. NatCap has already made mapping and modeling the 

value of nature faster and easier by developing the world's leading free, open-source data and 

analytical platform.  

 

 Our team invented and developed the science and InVEST toolkit over 10 years.   

 InVEST is used in environmental assessments, investment prioritizations, restoration and 
development project planning, and research by NGOs, academic institutions, and 
governments.  

 InVEST balances scientific complexity and pragmatic user needs, can be run with free public 
data, and requires minimal user expertise.   

 

The platform content is co-developed with users, and will be able to answer questions such as:  

 Where do the most vital services–such as provision of fresh water and flood control–originate 
throughout China, and how can incentives for securing them best be designed and targeted? 

 How can a Fortune 500 company evaluate biodiversity, ecosystem service, and human 
wellbeing impacts, risks, and opportunities associated with standards or practices? 

 Where should the Inter-American Development Bank provide loans for infrastructure 
development to promote thriving economies, livelihoods, and their natural capital 
underpinnings? 
 

SCALING SOLUTIONS—WHAT IS NEEDED 
Uptake of natural capital information by large, influential organizations will be greatly accelerated by 
including a suite of enterprise features in the Natural Capital Science & Technology Platform, 
including:  

 Snapshot ecosystem service value summaries in minutes, anywhere on Earth  

 Curated global and regional datasets that seamlessly integrate into the InVEST platform  

 Customized reporting  

 An online community maintained by core developers and scientists that supports users (e.g., 
offering continuously curated examples of on-going and completed use-cases) 

 
In the next 5 years, we aim to catalyze systemic transformation by making it faster, easier, and 
cheaper to incorporate natural capital understanding into decisions. 
 
Our vision is to build a natural capital decision-support platform that will spur innovation, 
facilitate collaboration, and change norms across companies and public institutions. The 
platform will: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

At The Natural Capital Project we’re developing practical tools and approaches to 
account for nature’s contributions to society, so that leaders of countries, companies, 
communities, and organizations worldwide can make smarter decisions for a more 
sustainable future. 
 

Provide open access, high quality, 
spatial information with global coverage 
to visualize and track the value and role 
of Earth’s lands, waters, and biodiversity 
in furthering human enterprise. 

 

Enable the creation of scalable, 
open-source decision-support 
tools and analytics that inform 
natural resource decision-making 
and investments; 

 

& 


