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1.7 BENEFITS AND COSTS OF BIODIVERSITY IN IRELAND
The Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government recently commissioned a study to identify the nature and scale of the benefits that Irish society derives from biodiversity (DoEHLG, 2008). The report presents an assessment of the benefits of selected ecosystem services in the principal social and economic sectors. Based on a preliminary estimate, the authors set the value of Ireland's ecosystem services in terms of their productive output and human utility to be over €2.6 billion per annum. This estimate omits other significant services including waste assimilation provided by aquatic biodiversity and benefits to human health. 

Agriculture

The value of soil biota to nutrient assimilation and recycling is placed at €1 billion per year, but greater reliance on pollination, such as for clover-based forage or the production of oilseeds, could give an additional value to this ecosystem service of €220 m per year. Baseline pest control is worth €20m per year before savings on pesticides of an estimated €2 m per year. The public utility benefits of sustainable farming have been put at a minimum of €150m per year. 

Forestry

The level of ecosystem services from forestry is valued at €55m per year, but could rise to €80m per year if more environmentally sensitive forestry is practiced, and more if broadleaf forestry is expanded. 

Fisheries

The current quayside fish catch is worth €180m per year, but could be twice this amount if fish stocks were managed sustainably. Aquaculture and the seaweed industry are valued at over €50m per year. This excludes the assimilation value of waste by rivers. 

Water

The authors distinguish between the huge external cost of water pollution and the value of the ecosystem service. A tentative value of the ecosystem services provided by biodiversity to freshwater resources is placed at up to €385m per year.

Human welfare and health

This value of biodiversity to human welfare is estimated at being at least €330m per year. The value of ecosystem services to health remains unquantified but is very considerable. 

Policy costs are estimated to be €370m per year, but only a proportion of these are truly incurred on protecting biodiversity. For example, the National Parks and Wildlife Service spends around €35m per year directly on biodiversity protection (See Chapter 2.2).

A partial comparison of the marginal benefits of ecosystem services with current policy costs is provided in Tables 1.7 and 1.8 below. From the figures presented, it is clear that Ireland is spending very little on biodiversity protection compared to the value of the benefits that Ireland's society and economy receive from them. Domestic and international funding dedicated to priority activities is described in Chapter 2.2.  

Table 1.7 Marginal benefits of ecosystem services in Ireland (DoEHLG, 2008)

	BENEFITS
	Marginal value of status quo
	Threats/comments

	Agriculture
	Over €1200 million per year
	Potentially significantly greater benefits from more sustainable agriculture

	Forestry
	€55 million per year
	Non-market benefits increasingly being recognised

	Marine
	€230 million per year
	Potentially significantly greater benefits from more sustainable resource management. Waste assimilation not included.

	Human welfare
	€920 million per year
	Selected benefits only

	Health
	Unknown
	Tens of millions


Source: (DoEHLG, 2008)

Table 1.8 Current environmental policy costs

	POLICY COSTS
	Marginal annual cost
	Comments

	Agriculture
	€180 million per year
	Excluding a nominal proportion which is non-environment.

	Forestry
	€15 million per year
	Excludes additional premia costs (figures not forthcoming).

	Marine
	€30 million per year
	Much neglected in the past, but expenditure likely to increase significantly.

	Water quality
	€65 million per year
	Catchment management expenditure likely to increase and replace current emphasis on capital investment.

	Roads (mitigation)
	€40 million per year
	Biodiversity mitigation being made, but little strategic assessment of biodiversity.

	Human welfare
	€260 million per year (or €40m net of above figures)
	Increasing expenditure of environmental policies generally, but often correcting other policies.

	Health
	Negligible
	


Source: (DoEHLG, 2008)
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