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Executive summary

The aim of the project is to provide a high-level assessment of the value of natural assets in the Cam 

and Ely-Ouse (CamEO) catchment.  

The results of this project can help to inform CamEO stakeholders on key priorities for improving 

natural capital in the context of a catchment based approach and an evidence base on natural capital 

that can be further developed over time. It provides proof of method for the application of natural 

capital accounting in a catchment.

The estimated flow of ecosystem services are valued between £200 million to £320 million per year in 

the CamEO catchment. These services include: provisioning services (agriculture, timber and water 

abstraction: £64m - £179m), regulating services (carbon sequestration: £1.7m) and cultural services 

(recreational benefits: £135m). 

The analysis of ecosystem service flows also indicates a range of stakeholders currently benefitting 

from the natural assets in CamEO including farmers, water companies, other business, households 

and wider society. 

The results are based on a partial assessment with a range of important services requiring more 

detailed modelling, including flood risk mitigation and water purification services.  There are also 

particular challenges for valuing biodiversity. The report provides illustrative evidence to highlight that 

people place significant value on biodiversity in the catchment. 
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The Cam and Ely Ouse catchment includes important woodland, water resources and agricultural 

assets. Over 80% of the land is used by agriculture with 70% of this for cereal production. 

The intensive agricultural usage of the land to produce cereal and other crops in this catchment 

provides key challenges for the soil and therefore the natural capital of the area. Soils provide 

valuable ecosystem services, including crop provisioning and water regulation but are subject to 

pressures and drivers that lead to soil degradation. 

For this project, we are able to undertake innovative analysis using a soilscapes methodology 

developed by Cranfield University which is able to model soil degradation risks by different land 

uses and soil types and value the damage costs both on-farm and catchment wide on provisioning 

services, carbon, water quality and flood risk. 

The analysis focuses on the impact of intensive agriculture in the catchment on compaction, erosion 

and soil carbon loss and estimates that in total, soil degradation costs about £39m a year with a 

range of stakeholders affected.  

This indicative analysis demonstrates the potential scope for investments in natural capital that 

reduce soil degradation to deliver a range of benefits and can be a useful starting point for further 

work to identify value for money natural capital investments. 



Natural capital in the Cam-EO catchment provides ecosystem 
services, which support economic growth and well-being
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Natural capital assets 

provide ecosystem 

services valued at 

more than £200 

million/year

£135 million/year in 

recreation benefits

>Pressures<
Soil degradation related to 

intensive farming practices 

impacts on water quality, 

flood management and 

carbon storage across   

the catchment.

£20-135 million/year 

water use provisioning

£8 million/year in 

timber and £44 million 

in crops

£1.7 million/year 

carbon sequestration 

services

Plus support for flood 

management, 

biodiversity and water 

quality

-£40 

million/year



Contents

5

1. Project overview

2. Results

3. Catchment summary

4. Ecosystem service flows

5. Drivers, pressures and risks

6. Findings and use of accounts

CamEO ïNatural capital valuation



6

Project aim

To develop a robust methodology to value the natural capital assets within the Cam and Ely Ouse 

(CamEO) catchment.

Desired outcomes

An evidence base that supports dialogue between stakeholders in the catchment.

Background

The Rivers Trust and WWF-UK are collaborating on a water stewardship project in the CamEO

catchment focusing on water-sensitive farming. 

Water resources in the CamEO are under increasing pressure from rising water demands for 

agriculture and public water supply, changing regulation and future climate uncertainty.

The catchment stands to benefit from a framework for long-term natural asset management.

Defraôs forthcoming 25 year environment plan expected to recognise catchments as key building 

blocks for natural capital management, for which this work could act as a pilot.

Introduction to the project

CamEO ïNatural capital valuation Project overview
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The value of natural assets and analysis of the pressures on them can 
inform decisions
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Natural capital accounts can help:

╖ Assess how processes such as soil degradation affect service flows and loss of benefits;

╖ Scope potential improvements;

╖ Illuminate who benefits from improvements and who might pay for them;

╖ Monitor changes in the state of natural assets over time.

Project overview
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Natural capital accounting can informé
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Historical trends/future 

projections

Risk Register

Funding analysis

Prioritisation of 
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Tools for decision 
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capital accounts and 

analysis

Asset-specific analysis
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natural capital values

Prioritisation of risks to 
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Stakeholder analysis 

of maintenance of 

natural capital assets

Cost-benefit analysis of 

specific interventions to 

maintain or improve 
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Methods to value 
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when uncertainty around 
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Model a range of 
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farm/estate level
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required to 
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Model values over a 

range of parameters to 

produce robust results
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Natural capital accounts have both physical and monetary forms. The physical form 

records land uses and services. The physical accounting step allows stakeholders to 

agree on the assets, services and quantities of flows. The monetary forms can inform 

decisions on spending, rights and obligations.

In this report the asset typology is quite aggregated. Further disaggregation and 

analysis is possible, requiring data collection which is outside the scope of this phase of 

work. 

Ecosystem services are defined within a standard typology of provisioning, regulating 

and cultural services. 

Accounts provide a systematic approach to reporting assets and 
services within a catchment
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The physical natural capital accounts provide an indication of the 
quantity and condition of the key habitats in CamEO

CamEO ïNatural capital valuation
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Woodland ïBroad leaf 20,670
370,000 m3/pa

wood 

harvested

203 SSSIs in 

catchment

91 1.5 million 

visitors to 

Thetford 

forest/year
Woodland - Coniferous 16,500 82

Enclosed Farmland ïArable and 

horticulture
238,200 Crops 106 

Enclosed Farmland ïImproved 

grassland
58,840 Livestock 114

Semi-natural grasslands 14,920 Livestock 306

Water ïFen marsh and swamp 220

Fens included 

in priority 

habitat list

224

Water ïFreshwater 1,370

130 million 

m3/pa water 

abstracted

133

18 per cent 

óGoodô 

under WFD

Recreational 

use includes 

angling

Mountains, moorland and heath 770 81

Table 1. Physical asset account for natural capital in the CamEO catchment 

Note: Land classified for óurbanô use is not included in above accounting. 

CamEO catchment includes 17,650 ha of urban land.

Results | Assets

Natural capital quality indicators
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Natural capital accounting values the annual flow of ecosystem 
services in the catchment
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Woodland 8 1.5
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10

Enclosed Farmland ïArable 

and horticulture
44 0.1 44

Grasslands [-8] 0.1 [-8]

Water ïFen marsh and 

swamp
0 -

Water ïFreshwater 20 to 135 n/a
20 to 

135

Mountains, moorland and 

heath
0 1

Recreational benefits 135

Total 36 20 to 135 8 1.7 - - 135 -
201 to 

317

Ecosystem services valued in this study provide more than £200 million in benefits each year

Notes: Grasslands cover improved grasslands and semi-natural grasslands.  Recreational benefits are not currently 

disaggregated by habitat type in this analysis..

Table 2. Estimated economic service flows for natural capital accounts, £m per year 
Provisioning services Regulating services Cultural services

Results | Services
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This project provides a high-level assessment of the drivers and pressures in the 

CamEO catchment impacting on natural capital.

An analysis of drivers and pressures on natural capital provides important context to the 

natural capital accounts as it provides insight on future trends in natural capital, 

ecosystem service flows and benefits delivered to the economy and society.

Natural capital assets can be affected by changes in the economic, political and 

environment inputs to the systems they support.  The principal pressures are climate 

change, social, especially future population growth and market pressures to increase 

food production.1

The analysis uses an innovative ósoilscapesô method previously developed by Cranfield 

University and applied to the catchment context to consider the impacts on natural 

capital of various soil degradation risks. 

The analysis includes estimates of the costs of soil degradation in terms of both on-farm 

costs and external costs and linked to a range of ecosystem services in the catchment. 

These impacts reduce the potential benefits by around £39m in the CamEO catchment. 

1 Source: Environment Agency, The Cam and Ely Ouse Management Catchment, 2014

Pressures and risks to natural capital in the CamEO catchment

CamEO ïNatural capital valuation Results | Risks
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The CamEO catchment: a brief description

CamEO ïNatural capital valuation Catchment Summary

Source: Cranfield University (2015), The Rivers Trust

This section summarises the 

geography and land-use of 

the CamEO catchment 

derived from published 

statistics and use of 

geospatial datasets.


