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Ecosystem services valuation in China
Ecosystem services are becoming increasingly threatened globally
(MEA, 2005). This trend is partially due to a lack of valuation because
resources that are not valued are often ignored in management
decisions (Costanza et al., 1997; Sukhdev, 2008). Referring to
environmental assets as ‘priceless’ and ‘invaluable’ has proven woefully
insufficient in terms of reducing or halting ecosystem degradation. The
challenge then is to acknowledge the multiple contributions of
ecosystem services to human well being while managing them as
public goods (Ehrlich and Pringle, 2008; Costanza, 2008).

Ecosystem Services Valuation (ESV) is the process of assessing the
contributions of ecosystem services when managing for sustainable
scale, fair distribution, and efficient allocation (Costanza and Folke,
1997; Liu et al., 2010). Valuation of ecosystem services has become
one of the fastest-growing areas of research in ecological economics
(Turner et al., 2003). More recently, monumental efforts such as the
Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MEA, 2003, 2005) and The
Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (Sukhdev, 2008), increas-
ingly recognize the critical role of ecosystem service valuation for
sustainable development.

In China, research on ecosystem services valuation has also become
one of the most significant and fastest developing areas in the last
decade or so (Zhang et al., this issue). However, most research results
are inaccessible to the global research community because they are not
reported in English. A limited number of works published in English
(e.g. Guo et al., 2000; Xu et al., 2003; Xiao et al., 2005; Jim and Chen,
2006;Wang et al., 2009) are scattered through the literature but do not
necessarily reflect the overall picture of ESV research in China.

The purpose of this special issue of Ecological Economics is to
disseminate to the international audience ecosystem service valuation
studies conducted by Chinese scholars. We hope this set of nine
papers will provide a first step for the global ESV research community
to get to know, and ultimately to collaborate with Chinese colleagues.
Judging from our own experience, such collaboration is mutually
beneficial for several reasons.

First, some of China's environmental problems are of global
significance and require solutions beyond the country's borders.
With the world's 4th largest territory, the largest population, and the
fastest-growing economy, China generates significant global environ-
mental impacts (MacBean, 2007). Likewise, the rest of the world
affects China's environment through trade, investment, and resource
exploitation (Liu and Diamond, 2005). Invasive plant species, for
instance, are predicted to increase in China due to its rapidly growing
international trade (Weber and Li, 2008). On the other hand, China
has been recognized as a potential source for new invasive species in
the United States (United States National Research Council, 2002) and
the three best-known pests of North American tree populations all
originated in China or somewhere nearby in East Asia (Xie et al.,
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2001). The control of invasive species is an international, sometimes
global enterprise that always involves the collaboration of multiple
countries (Perrings et al., 2002).

Second, political and cultural differences between China and other
countries pose new challenges to and opportunities for ESV research.
For instance, concentration of political power enables China to secure
the resources to conduct some extremely ambitious projects. China is
currently carrying out the three largest development projects in the
world: The Three Gorges Dam, the South-to-North Water Diversion
Project, and the development of Western China. All of these are
expected to cause huge environmental problems (Liu and Diamond,
2005). At the same time, China has the two largest payment for
ecosystem services projects in the world in terms of scale, payment,
and duration (Liu et al., 2008): the National Forest Conservation
Program and the Grain to Green Program. These long-term and large-
scale projects offer ESV scholars unique opportunities to assess the
value of ecosystem services (e.g. Chen et al., 2009, Cao et al., this issue)
and a heightened necessity to do so.

The papers in this special section cover a broad range of ecosystem
service valuation issues. Zhang et al. (this issue) review the history
and the achievements of ESV research in China. In particular, the
authors point out the effects of ESV studies in creating public
environmental awareness and in providing a scientific basis for eco-
compensation mechanisms (i.e. payments for ecosystem services). In
addition, after discussing the challenges of conducting ESV work in
China, Zhang et al. propose four directions for future research.

We classify the rest of the eight papers into two categories that
match two of the four research directions proposed by Zhang et al. The
first four papers focus on the role of spatial and/or temporal
heterogeneity in valuing ecosystem services. Cao et al. (this issue)
apply input–output analysis to measure energy productivity in
agricultural systems at the national scale for six representative
periods in China's modern development (1978, 1985, 1990, 1995,
2000, and 2004). In another study conducted at the national scale,
Cheng et al. (this issue) evaluate the utilization efficiency of forest
resources during the critical early economic development of China
(1953 to 2000). The next two papers in this category concern ESV at a
metropolitan scale. Zhang et al. (this issue) analyse the spatial
variation of water conservation services provided by forest ecosys-
tems in Beijing, the nation's capital. Li et al. (this issue) investigate the
spatial and temporal variation of ecosystem service values in
Shenzhen, one of the fastest-growing metropolitan areas in China
for three periods in time (1996, 2000 and 2004).

The authors of the next four papers focus on the ‘localization’ of
valuation techniques to incorporate the specific biophysical and socio-
economic conditions in China. Based ondetailed ecological studies at the
field-scale, Yao et al. (this issue) study the environmental externalities
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generated by the rich–wheat farming system by assessing the services
and ‘dis-services’ provided by the system. In another agricultural
ecosystem study, Zhen et al. (this issue) attempt to quantify food
consumption patterns and their impacts on land requirements by
soliciting data from household surveys of the local population. Also
relying on survey results, Cao et al. (this issue) aim to investigate how
the attitudes of the 3000 forest workers, farmers, and livestock grazers
towards theNational Forest Conservation Programwill interactwith the
rural environmental restoration policy and how this interaction will
affect the livelihoods of those affected. Last, Zhang and Lu (this issue)
assess the economic, ecological, and social values thatmake up the total
value of ecosystem services by using an analytic hierarchy process to
estimate the social welfare weights assigned to different ecosystem
services. These weights reflect the relative importance of the various
ecosystem services to stakeholders.

Conclusions

There is huge and growing interest and need in China for ecosystem
services valuation studies, and for ecological economics in general.
China's recent development path has replicated the Western model of
rapid GDP growth with little concern for environmental and social
externalities. But that situation seems tobe changing, partly as a result of
the kinds of studies included in this special issue. As Chinaand the rest of
the world increasingly recognize the value of natural and social capital,
they can begin to pursue amore balanced and sustainable development
path. China can build on the Confucian ideals of ‘Xiao Gang’ (a society in
which all people are able to live relatively comfortably) and ‘Da Tong’
(the ‘great unity’ where everyone works together to share the
commons). It can build on these ideas to develop an ecological economy
where both private and public goods are valued and managed
appropriately to achieve a sustainable and desirable future.
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