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Ecosystem based management
As for sustainable development and the precautionary principle, there are many interpretations and definitions of the ecosystem based approach. The most widely referred to is that associated with the Convention on Biological Diversity
 which puts forward a set of 12 “principles”. These cover issues as diverse as equity, decision making, planning etc. The basic idea is however very simple and follows logically from the idea of sustainable development. The approach has been adopted as far is feasible in best practice EIA and environmental management for many years: 

Consider direct and indirect effects of any activity on all the key elements and values of the wider environment or ecosystem – including soil, air and water quality, habitats, other species and other users – and avoid major changes that might undermine these individual values or destabilise the ecosystem as a whole. 
While the idea is simple there are huge problems in applying it – at least beyond the level at which it is already applied.  Most “ecosystems” are not clearly discrete areas or bounded systems that can be easily identified or characterised. There is an almost infinite number of inter-connected elements in any ecosystem (however defined), and the selection of elements to consider in detail must necessarily be subjective and limited. Many ecosystems are far from stable or balanced and are in a constant state of change.
Common sense therefore dictates that in practice we need to identify what are widely agreed to be the key values and underpinning processes of the wider environment (by other users; by scientists), and ensure that we do not undermine them.

Since this is a thorough and expensive approach, and since most impacts on ecosystems are in any case cumulative, it is important that the approach is applied strategically, rather than in relation to individual activities and developments. Strategic environmental assessment and strategic environmental planning and management (such as that required under the European Water Framework Directive) are the obvious foci for implementation of the ecosystem based approach. Ideally the approach should also be introduced into the re-design and refinement of the common agricultural and fisheries policies, and into government and private sector development policies and strategies more generally.
� http://www.cbd.int/decision/cop/?id=7148





