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Valuing Natural Capital: Can data metrics be used by food 
companies to improve their long-term sustainability efforts by 
assigning value to natural resources? 
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CISL: A unique Cambridge institution

25+ years of building 
strategic leadership capacity 
to tackle
critical global challenges

60 staff in Cambridge, 
Brussels, Cape Town

Patron:
HRH The Prince 
of Wales

Our Strategic Partners
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Nature and Economics 
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41% of global 
insect species have 
declined over the 
past decade ...

75% of 
food crops 
depend on 
pollinators

Pollination is worth up to 

$577 Billion 
Annually

If insect numbers 
continue to fall at their 
current rate, they could 
vanish within a 
century

Habitat 
loss is the 
biggest driver
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Nature’s capital

Source: https://www.economicsnetwork.ac.uk/handbook/sustainability/box1.png
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What is natural capital?
Natural capital is “the stock of renewable and non-renewable natural 
resources (e.g. plants, animals, air, water, soils, minerals) that combine to 
yield a flow of benefits to people” 
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Natural Capital and Business 

Source: http://naturalcapitalcoalition.org/
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Dow-owned site in North Seadrift, Texas, which 
had maxed out its wastewater treatment 
capacity. 

The wastewater treatment process originally 
consisted of shallow ponds covering 267 acres. 

Rather than implementing gray infrastructure, 
Dow chose to treat the problem with a green 
infrastructure solution: a constructed wetland. 

In-Plant Lagoon Stormwater Management Wetland

https://www.dow.com/en-us/about-dow/locations/texas/seadrift/environmental-stewardship/onsite-wetlands

CASE STUDY
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Key aspect of Natural Capital….

….Healthy Soil
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Healthy Soils Ensure Supply Security

Reduce crop vulnerability to weeds, 
pests and  pathogens 1

Improve crop production by increasing 
resiliency to extreme weather events, 
thereby stabilizing or increasing yields 1

Keep farmers farming by improving farm 
profitability 2, 3

Supply
Security

Quality 
of Goods

Healthy
Soils

Reputation Cost of 
Goods

Source: https://sustainablefoodlab.org/

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4405e.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/a-i4405e.pdf
https://thought-leadership-production.s3.amazonaws.com/2017/03/15/15/48/50/946d5077-c925-42f1-924e-85720fefc219/rethink-soil-external-paper-103116.pdf
https://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/documents/farm-finance-report.pdf
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Healthy Soils Safeguard Quality of Goods

Filter contaminants, preventing entry into 
the food chain3 and ensuring a healthier
and safer food supply2

Supply
Security

Quality 
of Goods

Healthy
Soils

Reputation Cost of 
GoodsMore consistently produce crops of 

desired quality

May produce food that is more 
nutritious and flavorful 4, 5

Source: https://sustainablefoodlab.org/

https://news.un.org/en/story/2018/08/1016902
https://worldpolicy.org/2017/12/12/to-ensure-food-security-keep-soils-healthy/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S3rhjqzVrRc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ymy0IO7nizw
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Healthy Soils Ensure Stable Cost of Goods

Crop resilience stabilizes production in 
erratic and extreme weather, reducing 
food price spikes and smoothing out 
global price volatility. 

Supply
Security

Quality 
of Goods

Healthy
Soils

Reputation Cost of 
Goods

Source: https://sustainablefoodlab.org/
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Healthy Soils are Good for Brand Trust
Retain water and nutrients, mitigating dead zones, red tide and
algae blooms which generate negative media attention

Sequester carbon and emit less GHG 
emissions, reducing contribution to 
climate change

Reduce wind erosion and dust storms 
which pose safety concerns 

Offer brand trust building opportunities 
through concerted soil health building programs 

Supply
Security

Quality 
of Goods

Healthy
Soils

Reputation Cost of 
Goods

Source: https://sustainablefoodlab.org/
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“To measure is to know. If you 
cannot measure it, you cannot 
improve it. 

When you can measure what you 
are speaking about and express it 
in numbers, you know something 
about it.”

Lord Kelvin
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The power of data… 

…assigning value to Healthy Soil
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Healthy Ecosystem Metrics:

• Quantifiable measures to assess impacts on soil, 
water and biodiversity

• Scoring and weighting impacts to better 
understand business trade-offs

Healthy Ecosystem Metrics

Biodiversity Soil Water

How do you accurately and reliably measure impacts on ecosystems in the same 
way that the performance of other business assets is measured?
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Measure Drive

the impact from sourcing 
raw materials on 
biodiversity, soil and 
water in global supply 
chains

credible impact data that 
companies can use to 
develop targets or KPIs

Identify Inform

high-risk locations where 
a company is most likely 
to experience 
biodiversity, soil and 
water risks or create 
negative impacts

response strategies to 
safeguard natural capital 
and drive improved 
business performance 

The measures have principally been designed to help companies:
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Benefits
1. Business risk and resilience
Understand dependencies on soils and 
exposure to risks, and find means for de-
risking.

4. Co-benefits
A focus on soils can lead to water, carbon 
and biodiversity benefits that have value for 
both business and wider community. 

2. Reducing costs
Motivate changes in practise that are 
win-wins for sustainability and saving 
costs due to improved input efficiency 
(irrigation, fertilizer and pesticides.)

3. Setting limits to a company’s 
responsibility 
Prioritise where to allocate scarce resources, 
developing a clear narrative about where 
and how a company will direct its efforts.
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The business case for investing in soil 
health along the value chain

Farmers: Transitioning industrial farms to practices that 
regenerate the health of the soil and improve profitability

Food and beverage manufacturers and retailers: Sourcing 
from (and investing in) regenerative farming systems without 
an increase in the costs of produce
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The Natural Capital Protocol

The Natural Capital Protocol is… 
a standardized framework for business to identify, measure and value its 

direct and indirect impacts and dependencies on natural capital

• Builds on existing tools, guides, methods and techniques
• Focuses on improving management decisions
• Provides a standardized process that is also flexible
• Complements existing sustainability initiatives
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Thank you!
Contact 

Liam Walsh, Natural Capital 
Email: liam.walsh@cisl.cam.ac.uk

www.cisl.cam.ac.uk/natcap
www.cisl.cam.ac.uk 
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