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Summary of main findings *
•

Information on the impacts of climate change on ecosystem services is sparse compared to
information about impacts on species. The nature of the link between biodiversity and
ecosystem services is complex, making it difficult to draw direct conclusions about impacts on
ecosystem services from knowledge on changes in biodiversity.1

•

Supporting services are likely to be impacted by climate change because climate has a strong
influence on many ecosystem processes,2 though in many cases how this translates to
changes in the delivery of the service is insufficiently known.
o Changes in temperature and moisture affect soil processes, including carbon and nutrient
cycling.1 Although experiments and observations have helped to elucidate some aspects of
the mechanisms that govern these impacts, there are complex interrelationships and
feedbacks, and much more research is required in order to allow for solid projections of
outcomes.

•

Changes in mean climate will affect the magnitude of the supply of regulating services, but
extreme climatic events that lead to sudden shifts in the characteristics of land cover are more
of a threat to these services.1 At the same time, regulating services can help to buffer the
impacts of extreme events on people.2
o Carbon sequestration is likely to be enhanced in some areas in the short term due to
increased productivity, but may decrease in the longer term, with changes to biomass cover
and soil properties determining the magnitude of change3. Extreme events, such as
persistent drought and fire, and to a lesser degree flooding, can be highly detrimental to
carbon storage and sequestration especially on peatlands.1
o Although more research is required, it is clear that the water cycle and water-related
services are and will be affected in some areas with consequences for people.2 The
importance of ecosystem processes that improve water quality will increase, as more
frequent periods of high and low flow2 will lead to increased concentrations of some
nutrients and contaminants.2
o Flood and erosion control services will be more tested in the future due to increases in
frequency and intensity of extreme events2, which may surpass the threshold of service
supply.4 Changes in climate are also likely to impact (either positively or negatively) on the
ecosystem structure and composition providing the services.4 Services are likely to be
significantly reduced especially where ecosystems are already degraded.2 Nevertheless
land use change and degradation are more immediate threats that climate change may
exacerbate.1
o Evidence shows that climate change can impact on host-pollinator interactions.1 Pollinators
are under stress from a number of pressures including climate change, land use change,
pests and diseases and invasive species, which may reinforce each other1, making it
difficult to attribute observed changes to a single cause. Population declines, changes in
distribution and mismatches in phenology of host plants and pollinators have been
evidenced and future climate change is likely to contribute to a continuation of this trend.2
However, major disruption in pollination services is unlikely so long as a diversity of
pollinators is maintained, because pollination networks typically involve multiple species
interactions which are relatively resilient.2

*

Certainty terms are put on each of the key findings (see Annex). 1 = Well established; 2 = Established but incomplete
evidence; 3 = Competing explanations; 4 = Speculative
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Although other factors than climate change are involved, there is some evidence that pest
and disease control services are being affected in the UK by climate change; pests and
diseases are spreading2, which may lead to increased demand for the ecosystem service2
as well as decreased supply due to temporary or permanent shifts in the balance between
pathogens and pests and their antagonists4; the trend towards increased occurrence of
pests and diseases is likely to continue.4

•

Provisioning services are intensively managed in the UK and are affected more by land use
decisions than environmental parameters. Nevertheless climate change does affect the
magnitude and frequency in service delivery. In particular, increasing extreme events and
spread of pests and diseases due to climate change affect both agriculture and forestry in the
UK.2

•

Climate change impacts on cultural services depend on personal values and preferences. For
the tourist trade in the UK, climate change may alter the value of different locations within the
UK with a northwards shift in choice of destination and greater number of domestic holidays4.
Changes in wild species populations due to climate change may impact recreational activities,
such as bird watching or grouse shooting.4

•

It seems from the review of the literature that land use change, land degradation, and other
socio-economic drivers currently have a stronger effect on ecosystem services than mean
climate change in any given location.2 This observation seems to confirm the potential for
adapting to climate change through sustainable land use interventions4. However, over the
long term the effects of changes in mean climate are expected to become more pronounced
and surprises in the responses and interactions of organisms and ecosystems are likely4.

•

Extreme climatic events on the other hand are a more immediate threat to the provision of
many ecosystem services but information is limited with regard to their future frequency and
intensity. Long-term climate data suggests that there has already been some increase in the
frequency of heavy rainfall events in the UK, and this trend is expected to continue.2 The
expectation of more frequent summer droughts is not yet confirmed by observation.2 More
research into projections of extreme events and their short-term and long-term effects on
ecosystem processes and services is necessary for managing climate change impacts.

Introduction
UK ecosystems and their biodiversity provide services that are crucial and beneficial to the human
population. The UK National Ecosystem Assessment (UK NEA 2011a) gave a first overview of the
state and trends of biodiversity and ecosystem services in the United Kingdom. It indicates that
while provision of some services has been maintained, many others have declined in the past 60
years through habitat loss and degradation and changes in biodiversity. Climate change has not
been a main driver in these changes in the past except in marine and coastal areas and
mountains, moorland and heaths; but it is expected to play an increasing role.
Whilst much has been reported on the impacts of climate change on (components of) biodiversity,
there have been comparatively few reports on impacts on ecosystem services. This may largely be
due to the focus of established monitoring systems and the availability of long-term observational
datasets (many of which are focused on the distribution and abundance of species and habitats
rather than functional traits of ecosystems), and a lack of ecosystem service indicators.
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The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA 2005) describes four main types of ecosystem
services: supporting, regulating, provisioning and cultural. The UK NEA further refined the MA
framework to a logical flow where ‘ecosystem processes and intermediate services’ underpin a set
of ‘final ecosystem services’ that directly contribute to ‘goods’ that people value (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Ecosystem services in the UK NEA classified according to both ecosystem service type
(provisioning, regulating, cultural and supporting) and whether or not they are final ecosystem
services or intermediate services and/or processes. For each final ecosystem service an example
of the good(s) it delivers is provided in italics. Source: Table 2.2, Chapter 2 Conceptual
Framework and Methodology, UK NEA (2011b).
Impacts of climate change on ecosystem services can be a consequence of changes in both the
abiotic and the biotic components of ecosystems due to alterations in temperature, precipitation
and atmospheric chemistry. Climate change impacts on biodiversity that could affect ecosystem
service provision include species turnover and associated increases or decreases in overall
species diversity, as species expand or contract their ranges in response to climate change;
metabolic changes affecting physiology, phenology and population dynamics, which can scale up
to affect ecosystem processes and potentially services; and changes in species interactions due to
shifts in community composition (Montoya & Raffaelli 2010). Ecosystem services at the local level
are likely to be affected most significantly if they have a strong relationship with individual species
that are either already present and undergoing substantial changes, or newly arriving in the area.
However, while some ecosystem services are directly linked to the presence and condition of
particular species or habitat types (e.g. certain aesthetic, cultural and recreational services), in
most cases the relationship between elements of biodiversity and the provision of ecosystem
services is more complex †. Often, ecosystem services depend more on the presence of functional
groups of species (such as trees, peat-forming mosses, insectivore birds, pollinators or litterdecomposing arthropods) than on individual species. This is particularly true in the case of
supporting and regulating services.
The degree to which the diversity of species assemblages in an ecosystem or within a functional
group contributes to the extent or reliability of service provision has been a matter of some debate
(Kremen 2005; Balvanera et al. 2006; Bennett et al. 2009; Mooney et al. 2009; Montoya & Raffaelli
2010). There is evidence to suggest that higher levels of biodiversity often have a positive effect on
service provision, however there is no fixed or linear relationship between biodiversity and the
†

Note also that some authors consider the ‘hosting’ of biodiversity to be an ecosystem service in itself; this
perspective is especially relevant in situations where biodiversity is seen as a resource, e.g. because it provides a pool
of genetic material that can be used in plant breeding, or a basis for ecological or pharmaceutical research (cp. Mace
et al. 2012).
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intensity of the ecosystem processes that result in service provision (e.g. vegetation composed of
few species may have a similar or higher rate of primary production than a more diverse one)
(Montoya & Raffaelli 2010; Isbell et al. 2011; Norris et al. 2011).
A main consideration that has been raised in the context of climate change is that functional
redundancy (i.e. the presence of numerous species that can fulfill the same function) may increase
the resilience of ecosystems to disturbance (Elmqvist et al. 2003; Thompson et al. 2009; Miles et
al. 2010), thus reducing vulnerability to potential negative impacts from climate change.
A recent comprehensive review of the current knowledge on the relationship between biodiversity
and ecosystem functioning and services has concluded among other things that 1) there is now
good evidence to support the hypothesis that biodiversity is crucial for ecosystem efficiency with
regard to certain functions (e.g. biomass production, nutrient capture, decomposition) and the
stability of these ecosystem functions through time; 2) loss of biodiversity can erode ecosystem
function across different trophic levels and scales; and 3) for many types of ecosystem services,
knowledge on the nature of the relationship between biodiversity and service provision is still
insufficient to make general statements, and in some cases there is conflicting evidence (Cardinale
et al. 2012).
Using information about the impacts of climate change on biodiversity in the UK to draw
conclusions about consequences for ecosystem services is thus difficult, and more observational
evidence on the way in which climate change affects biodiversity and ecosystem services in
specific settings is needed. Obtaining such evidence is complicated further by the influence of
other drivers of change, such as changes in land use, pollution or species invasions. Despite the
gaps in knowledge with regard to the links between biodiversity and ecosystem services, it is
widely accepted that biodiversity conservation will be crucial for preserving ecosystem services in
the long-term (Cardinale et al. 2012, Hicks et al. 2014, Isbell et al. 2011, Mace et al. 2012).

Focus of the present document
Drawing on existing information from the work undertaken by the UK National Ecosystem
Assessment and on other recent literature, this paper examines the implications that climate
change has for the delivery of ecosystem services in the UK. Given the many interactions between
climate, land use and the state of ecosystems, such an assessment also needs to take account of
the possible trends in socio-economic drivers of change as exemplified by the UK NEA scenarios
(see Box 1). The paper focuses on implications for ecosystem services for which the UK population
are direct beneficiaries and/or that have a strong link with biodiversity conservation.
Following the framework provided by the UK NEA, the following ecosystem service categories
were selected:
•
•
•
•

Supporting: soil formation and nutrient cycling;
Regulating: carbon sequestration; regulation of water quality and water flows; hazard
regulation (flood and erosion control); pollination; pest and disease control
Provisioning: supply of products from agriculture and forestry
Cultural: availability of environmental settings and wild species.

Changes due to climate change in the supporting service of primary production are not directly
covered but are mentioned in the context of regulating and provisioning services.

UK biodiversity and ecosystem services
The UK has comprehensive data on biodiversity, and the UK NEA endeavoured to establish the
importance of a range of species groups in underpinning final ecosystem services (Figure 2);
though this assessment was conducted using expert opinion due to a lack of objective information
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(Norris et al. 2011). An understanding of which species are important for different services is useful
for considering the effects of climate change on ecosystem services through examining the effects
of climate change on species, populations and communities. However, the results of the
assessment also highlight the knowledge gaps.

Figure 2: The importance of different species groups in underpinning final ecosystem services
based on expert opinion. Importance is colour-coded: high (maroon), medium (beige), low (green),
unimportant on the basis of available evidence (blank). The size of the circle in each cell is used to
illustrate the level of uncertainty in the available evidence. Source: Table 4.2, Chapter 4
Biodiversity in the Context of Ecosystem Services, UK NEA (2011b). *Note: For the purposes of the
Cultural Services chapter (Chapter 16), Cultural services have been combined into 'environmental settings'.
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Box 1 UK NEA scenarios
The UK NEA (2011b) has produced future scenarios of land cover for the UK as a basis for
analyzing the possible changes in biodiversity and ecosystem services in the UK over the next 50
years. These scenarios can help to explore the interactions between climatic and non-climatic
drivers of change. They take into account previous scenario work, for example under UKCIP
(Hulme et al. 2002) and FORESIGHT Land Use Futures (FLUF 2010). There are six scenarios for
2060 covering a suite of storylines which vary according to prevailing socio-economic priorities.
The factors assumed to affect land cover as included in the scenarios are altitude, woodland
potential, urban influence, landscape designation, agricultural land classification, change in
temperature, change in precipitation, inland flood risk and change in sea level (see Haines-Young
et al. 2011). The outcomes of each of the scenarios are provided for both high and low climate
change projections.

Climate change impact on supporting services
Supporting services are directly related to ecosystem functioning. Understanding the impact that
climate change can have on these services is a crucial basis for understanding its implications for
ecosystems and the species they support. However, the link between ecosystem functioning and
the benefits that supporting services provide to people is rarely made in the literature and is thus
often not directly examined in discussions on ecosystem services.
Soil formation and nutrient cycling
The formation of soils is influenced by the substrate, topography, climate, the activity of living
organisms and time. Climate change influences the development and state of soil through changes
in temperature and precipitation, with concomitant changes in parameters such as frost
occurrence, water saturation and aeration, as well as through extreme events that can lead to
increased soil erosion (de Vries and Bardgett 2015, see also section on regulating services).
Climate change further affects soil through its direct impact on the organisms that live in and above
it, especially plants and litter decomposers. Some changes in the composition and functional
characteristics of soil organism communities are also triggered by rising atmospheric
concentrations of carbon dioxide (de Vries and Bardgett 2015).
One of the main characteristics of soils that will be influenced by climate change is their content of
organic matter. This will in turn affect important soil properties such as aggregate structure and
stability, water holding capacity, cation exchange capacity, soil nutrient content and ultimately the
capacity to support agricultural or silvicultural production.
Many of the mechanisms that will determine the direction and magnitude of climate change
impacts on soils are as yet poorly understood (Brevik 2013). This is partly due to the comparatively
small amount of research that has focussed on belowground processes and environmental change
(Pritchard 2011), as well as the large number of variables (including soil moisture content,
temperature, organic matter content and nutrient status) and the complex interactions and
feedback loops that are involved.
A number of important soil processes such as nitrogen mineralisation, litter decomposition and soil
respiration are dependent on the community composition, abundance and metabolic rates of soil
organisms, which are directly influenced by the prevailing climate (Waldrop & Firestone 2006, de
Vries and Bardgett 2015). The diversity of species and their functional redundancy, as well as
turnover under climatic change, may have an influence on the degree to which changes to soil
processes are buffered (Pritchard 2011).
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The findings of experimental studies on the effects of alterations in temperature and precipitation in
different ecosystems suggest that impacts on ecosystem function vary strongly between different
settings (Emmett et al. 2004; Blankinship et al. 2011). For some soil processes, even the overall
direction of change remains a matter of debate.
For example, higher soil temperatures will stimulate litter decomposition and chemical weathering,
both of which could lead to higher nutrient availability. At the same time, there is evidence that
rising CO2 concentrations can stimulate plant growth through the so-called CO2–fertilization effect,
but may also increase the ratio of carbon to nitrogen in biomass, leading to reduced mineralization
rates and lower levels of plant-available nitrogen, which in turn could limit plant growth (Ciais et al.
2014). In addition, increases in rainfall could lead to intensified leaching of nutrients from the soil
(Bardgett et al. 2008; Blume 2011; Brevik 2013).
To what degree soils are affected by climate change will depend on both their exposure and
sensitivity to climatic stimuli. Greater impact is likely to occur in areas where large climatic changes
are expected and where climatic conditions currently constrain soil organisms, e.g. at high altitudes
and/or latitudes. In these areas, the rate of soil processes such as decomposition and
mineralisation is likely to be noticeably increased, while the magnitude of change will also depend
on the availability of nutrients from litter and on the effects of climate change on vegetation
(Anderson 1991; Coûteaux et al. 1995; Kirschbaum 1995; Kardol et al. 2010). The impact of
aboveground climatic changes on the microclimate within the soil further depends on the nature of
the soil, e.g. porosity and organic matter content (Anderson 1991; Davidson & Janssens 2006). In
the UK, montane soils and peatlands are considered most at risk of degradation due to climate
change (Bardgett et al. 2011).

Climate change impact on regulating services
Regulating services are diverse and emanate from a number of characteristics of a functioning
ecosystem. For example, structural components of an ecosystem can contribute to hazard control
(e.g. roots and above-ground biomass reduce erosion), biochemical cycles contribute to regulating
the climate (e.g. plants take up carbon and release oxygen), and ecological interactions contribute
to maintaining the ecosystem in the long term (e.g. insects pollinate plants, allowing them to
reproduce). Thus relationships between regulating services and biodiversity, and in particular
specific species, are varied. For instance, pollination is often a species-specific service (i.e. many
plants are pollinated by a certain group of arthropod species) while climate regulation and hazard
control are linked to larger taxonomic groups (e.g. higher plants are important).
It has been suggested that consistency in regulating services is a good indicator of ecosystem
resilience, a property which is important to cope with pressures such as climate change (Bennett et
al. 2005; Bennett et al. 2009).
The UK NEA (2011b) future scenarios (see box 1) project either increases or decreases in overall
regulation services, depending on the storyline. Under the different scenarios, change in regulation
services as compared to the present is described as being in the order of -50% to +10%. The
difference in impacts between the high and low climate change projections is estimated to be in the
order of 1% under all scenarios. These scenarios do not distinguish different regulating services,
and climate change is portrayed through changes in mean temperature and precipitation. This
could suggest that changes in mean climate would be a minor driver of change in regulating
services over the whole of the UK compared with other factors. However, climate change entails
more than changes in mean climate values. Moreover, the summarized result may hide potential
changes to different aspects of regulating services or at different locations within the UK.
Carbon sequestration
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Climate, soil substrate, topography and latitude are the main abiotic factors that determine the
amount of carbon in a given area through time, while physiological characteristics of individual
species and community composition are relevant parameters on the biotic side. The uptake and
sequestration of carbon by plants, as well as the release of carbon through animal, plant and
microbial respiration, are governed by ecophysiological processes that are highly sensitive to
changes in climate. Organic carbon is stored in soils and in biomass and these elements of
ecosystems are thus sinks for greenhouse gases. Various processes, including land use change
and ecosystem degradation, can cause these sinks to become sources of carbon dioxide.
Ecosystem management plays a large role in either promoting or reducing carbon storage, and
certain management practices can instigate carbon losses (Worrall et al. 2011; Alonso et al. 2012).
There is some evidence that higher levels of plant biodiversity may improve the resilience of
carbon stocks to climate change (Miles et al. 2010).
According to dynamic global vegetation models and more recent earth system models, and
corroborated by observational evidence and experimental studies, terrestrial ecosystems are likely
to continue to absorb more carbon than they emit over the short to medium term at the global
scale. This is due to the fact that large terrestrial areas could benefit from a longer growing season,
increasing precipitation, and carbon dioxide fertilisation effects including enhanced water use
efficiency (Cao & Woodward 1998; Ciais et al. 2005; Boisvenue & Running 2006; IPCC 2007; Zhao
& Running 2010; IPCC 2013). However, a reversal may occur in the future as these responses
reach saturation and nutrient availability becomes a limiting factor for further carbon uptake, while
higher temperatures increase both respiration and evapotranspiration, and carbon release through
extreme events as well as continued emissions from land use change offset some of the carbon
gains (IPCC 2007; Heimann & Reichstein 2008; Chapmann et al. 2009; Pussinen et al. 2009;
McCarthy et al. 2010; Worrall et al. 2011; Ge et al. 2012; IPCC 2013). In view of the large spread
of model results and incomplete process representation (e.g. none of the available models account
for decomposition of carbon in permafrost), there is currently considered to be low confidence in
the magnitude of modelled future terrestrial carbon changes at the global level (IPCC 2013).
It has been estimated that UK soils store nearly 10 billion tonnes of carbon (Dawson & Smith
2007), while UK live biomass stores approximately 118 million tonnes of carbon (Ostle et al. 2009).
Over half of the UK’s soil organic carbon occurs in peat soils, predominantly in Scotland and
Wales, while much of the carbon stored in live biomass is concentrated in forests. It is reported that
overall, UK ecosystems have been a net sink of carbon dioxide since 1990, though cropland areas
are considered to be net sources (Jackson et al. 2009; MacCarthy et al. 2010). In 2012, forests in
England are estimated to have removed an equivalent of 5.4 million tonnes of CO2 from the
atmosphere (Defra 2014, based on data from the LULUCF greenhouse gas inventory ‡).
Both the National Soil Inventory (Cranfield University 2013) and the Countryside Survey for
England (Carey et al. 2008) have reported significant carbon losses from arable and horticultural
soils in England in recent decades, while there is disagreement between the two datasets over the
trend in carbon content across all types of soils (Adaptation Sub-Committee 2013). Large impacts
of land use on soil carbon contents have also been reported from Scotland, where estimates of
annual changes in soil carbon contents suggest that more than 800,000 t of carbon have been lost
each year between 1990 and 2009. A statistical analysis of the data, which was derived from the
National Soils Inventory of Scotland, suggests that these changes have been driven by land use
change more than by changes in climate (Smith et al. 2009).

‡

Note that in 2015, changes to some elements of the LULUCF greenhouse gas inventory are planned, taking into
account new input data from the National Forest Inventory.
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While land use is considered to be the main cause of observed soil degradation and there is
conflicting evidence about the extent of a climate signal in past carbon emissions from UK soils
(e.g. Sowerby et al. 2008; Smith et al. 2009), there is concern that prevailing levels of degradation
may increase the vulnerability of ecosystem carbon stocks to future climate change, especially in
peatlands (Chapman et al. 2009; Worrall et al. 2011). For example, the major part of the area of
upland deep peat in England, where an estimated 140 million tonnes of carbon are stored (Natural
England 2010), is currently considered to be in a degraded state that leads to carbon emissions
and no longer allows peat-forming vegetation to develop. The extensive lowland fen areas of East
Anglia have been identified as another potential hotspot of soil carbon loss (Adaptation SubCommittee 2013).
Impacts of climate change on peatland carbon stocks could also result from extreme events such
as persistent drought and fire (Albertson et al. 2010; Fenner & Freeman 2011; JNCC 2011).
Experiments in the UK have shown that persistent drought increased soil respiration flux in carbonrich soils (Sowerby et al. 2008), and fires on drained peat soils have been problematic in the past
(JNCC 2011).
Although the majority of wildfires are started by humans, either accidentally or deliberately, climate
change may increase the likelihood of their occurrence in the UK (IPCC 2014). This may also
threaten carbon stores in forests and woodlands. The UK Climate Change Risk Assessment
suggests that the existing low wildfire risk could increase by between 10 and 50% by the 2080s
(HR Wallingford 2012).
Other threats to forest carbon stocks caused by climate change could result from increases in the
occurrence of storm and insect pest damage (see also the sections on pest and disease regulation
and provisioning services).
Regulation of water quality
Ecosystems have an important function in the water cycle, as vegetation and soils have an
influence on different processes such as the capture of water, infiltration, storage, runoff and
evapotranspiration (Finch 2000; Huxman et al. 2005). Feedbacks exist between the impact of
climate change on vegetation and vice versa (Gerten et al. 2004). As water passes through
ecosystems, dissolved substances can be removed through adsorption or decomposition.
Changes in ecosystems can thus have significant impacts on water quality (Delpla et al. 2009).
The regulation of water quality is a typical example of an ecosystem service that will be affected by
the impacts of climate change on ecosystems, and may at the same time become more valuable to
people, if climate change leads to deterioration in water quality.
It is expected that climate change will affect water quality in several ways (IPCC 2014): Shallow
water bodies in particular may experience rapid temperature increases during periods of hot
weather, which can lead to oxygen depletion and algal blooms. Periods of drought may also lead to
low flows that increase concentrations of biological and chemical contaminants in running waters,
and enhance sedimentation in drainage systems. Heavy rainfall events on the other hand can
cause increased surface runoff, raising nutrient loadings in water bodies. Where high precipitation
induces flooding, this can further lead to contamination of surface and coastal waters with sewage
and/or chemicals (pesticides).
According to current projections, water quality in the UK is expected to decrease over the coming
decades (UK NEA 2011; IPCC 2014). Ecosystems with important functions for the regulation of
water quality should therefore be managed carefully. This is particularly true for peatlands in the
upper reaches of rivers, which are subject to a variety of pressures (see preceding section) and at
10
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the same time function as the source of a number of major river catchments in England (HR
Wallingford 2012).
Regulation of water flows and flood and erosion control
Climate change is expected to lead to an intensification of the hydrological cycle (Huntington
2006), which will ultimately alter the ecohydrology of most land areas. Climate models such as the
ones used for the projections reported by the IPCC include biosphere models and thus outputs
provide information on how the water cycle may change in any location, though uncertainty is still
high (Denman et al. 2007). According to the UKCP09 projections, likely impacts of climate change
on hydrological processes in the UK include increases in winter precipitation, decreases in summer
precipitation and changes to the intensity and duration of rainfall (Murphy et al. 2009).
Terrestrial water storage (groundwater, soil, lakes) and fluxes (evapotranspiration, streamflow,
runoff) will be impacted by climate change, especially where precipitation tends towards extremes
such as drought and intense short rainfall. Increases in temperature and potential
evapotranspiration can reduce soil water content with impacts on ecosystem functions such as
primary productivity or carbon cycling (Knapp et al. 2002; Christierson et al. 2012; Houle et al
2012). Ground water recharge is likely to follow seasonal patterns with low summer recharge,
though uncertainty is high (Wilby et al. 2006; Jackson et al. 2011). Most, but not all, studies agree
that there may be a decrease in recharge to groundwater in the UK over the next decades (Watts
& Anderson 2013). Overall, research into the linkages between soil moisture and climate, as well
as impact on other water stores and fluxes, is still ongoing with much uncertainty, and requires
more ground observations/experimentation (Seneviratne et al. 2010; Bardgett et al. 2011).
Based on climate projections, overall runoff is expected to increase in the future in northern Europe
(Milly et al. 2005; UK NEA 2011; IPCC 2014). Models of changes in river flow in the UK in
response to the seasonal changes described above indicate probable reductions in summer flow
and increases in winter flow, although there is still some uncertainty as reflected in differences
between observations and model projections (EA 2009, 2010; Christierson et al. 2012; Hannaford
& Buys 2012, Watts & Anderson 2013, Moss 2015). More frequent low summer flows will reduce
supply of water; and in areas that are already water-stressed demand is likely to outstrip the supply
(Vörösmarty et al. 2000; Adaptation Sub-Committee 2013; HR Wallingford 2012; IPCC 2014). On
the other hand, climate induced hazards, such as floods and mudslides, are expected to increase
due to climate change (Hall et al. 2003; Smith et al. 2011). The capacity of ecosystems to deliver
hazard control services (flood and erosion control) will therefore become more valued with climate
change.
In the UK context, flood alleviation is a priority topic. An estimated 5.2 million properties in England
and 220,000 in Wales are at risk from flooding. Extreme winter flows linked to flooding have
become more frequent, particularly in the west and north (Watts & Anderson 2013, Moss 2015)
and flood damages have reached extreme levels in recent years (see e.g. Chatterton et al. 2010).
Throughout Europe, the frequency of river flood events, and annual flood and windstorm damages,
have increased over recent decades, although it is still unclear to what degree changes in climate
(rather than, for example, increased exposure of valuable assets in floodplains) have contributed to
these trends (IPCC 2014). There has also been increased reporting and impact from landslides
type events in the UK (Smith et al. 2011).
Soil erosion in the UK has been estimated to cause an annual loss of about £9 million to the UK
economy due to lost food production (EA 2004). While this sum may seem comparatively small,
the total economic cost is likely to be significantly higher when costs of water treatment, sediment
removal from drains and soil carbon loss are included. Increased observations of water erosion
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rates and occurrence have been linked to changes in agricultural practices (UK NEA 2011b). It is
estimated that around one third of cropland soils in England are at moderate to very high risk of
erosion (Adaptation Sub-Committee 2013).
The hazard control services that can be provided by ecosystems are influenced by the structure
and composition of vegetation cover and soil properties (ProAct Network 2008, 2010). The
vegetation of ecosystems such as forests and wetlands can reduce runoff, store flood water,
prevent erosion, stabilise slopes, regulate stream flow and reduce storm surges. These services
are already consciously used and managed in the UK and elsewhere (Coppin & Richards 1990;
Morgan and Rickson 1995; Defra 2002; Grace 2002; Bullock & Acreman 2003; Mitcheli et al. 2004,
Doswald and Osti 2011).
Ecosystem services for flood and erosion control may fail due to extreme pressure or when the
integrity of the vegetation cover is compromised, vegetation structure/composition is changed and
when the condition of the soil is altered (Smith et al. 2011). It is assumed that climate change could
increase the area of land at risk of soil erosion, as well as the severity of erosion, as the intensity of
precipitation events increases (Adaptation Sub-Committee 2013).
It is likely that loss of ecosystem services for flood regulation will more often occur due to land
cover and land use change than as a consequence of climate change, although it may be
compromised more often due to increasing extreme events. Changes of land use that frequently
affect ecosystems with important functions for hazard control include installation of roads and
infrastructure, including for flood protection (Hall et al. 2003, Moss 2015). Increasing extreme
events in combination with other climatic and non-climatic stressors could reduce the ecosystems’
capacity for buffering floods or retaining soil especially if the systems are already degraded
(McHugh 2007; Palmer et al. 2009; Marchi et al. 2010). Species turnover and spread of invasives
can also disrupt the water control functions. For example, Fallopia Japonica has had a major
impact on water systems in Great Britain by exacerbating flooding or impeding water flow
(Djeddour & Shaw 2010).
Pollination
Pollination is a highly important service especially for provisioning services. Pollination can be
either wind or animal driven. Insects are the main vehicles of animal-driven pollination in the UK.
Pollination services in the UK as well as in other parts of the world have been under stress from a
variety of factors in recent decades, and severe declines have been observed (UK NEA 2011b).
Wild bee diversity has decreased and insect pollinated wild plant species richness continues to
decline in some areas. However, due to a lack of systematic monitoring, these trends are not fully
understood. It has been suggested that climate change has already contributed to pollinator
declines, alongside main drivers like landscape change, pesticide use, introduction of alien
species, and pathogens and parasites (Vanbergen et al. 2013) and there are concerns that such a
trend will continue (González-Varo et al. 2013). A preliminary indicator of the status of pollinating
insects in the UK (Defra 2014) shows that 70 per cent of assessed bee species declined between
1980 and 2010§.
Insect phenology and distribution can be and have been affected by changes in climate (Pelini et
al. 2009). Similar impacts occur on the host plants (Cleland et al. 2007; Feehan et al. 2009). In
terms of the implications of climate change for the pollination service, the interaction between plant
and pollinator is crucial (Pelini et al. 2009). Asynchronous changes in phenology or distribution of
plants and pollinators can disrupt pollination, especially if plant-pollinator relationships are highly
species-specific (Evans & Pearce-Higgins 2012; Sparks 2012). Climate-driven mismatches in
§

This indicator is still under development and will be refined in coming years.
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phenology in the plant-pollinator relationship have been observed but climate-driven mismatches in
distribution have not (Hegland et al. 2009). However, some studies suggest that such effects may
arise in the future (e.g. Maes et al. 2012, Polce et al. 2014). Changes in population size will also
impact pollination. Climate change impacts also indirectly affect pollination services through
increases in incidence of pests and disease impacting on either host or pollinator (Le Conte &
Navajas 2008; Potts et al. 2010, see also following section).
Climate change is likely to enable non-native species spread into the UK as conditions become
more or less favourable for different species. Non-native plants and non-native pollinators may
impact pollination services. Studies on the impact of invasive plants on pollination revealed mixed
and inconclusive results (Moragues & Traveset 2005; Lopezaraiza-Mikel et al. 2007). Spread of
non-native pollinators could cause competition for native pollinators though conclusive evidence is
lacking; spread of disease can be a problem (Goulson 2003, 2010). However, non-native species
do pollinate native plants (Goulson 2003). In the UK, many pollinators and associated hosts have
declined though the causes are unknown (Biesmeijer et al. 2006). However, large-scale disruption
of pollination services in the UK is highly unlikely (Smith et al. 2011) though pollination can fail in
some cases (Wilcock & Neiland 2002). Plant-pollinator networks are complex, with multiple species
interactions, often asymmetric, and have been shown to be relatively resilient to perturbations in
many cases (Hegland et al. 2009).
Pest and disease control
Climate change affects pest and disease control services due to impacts on the distribution and
abundance of pests, pathogens and disease vectors as well through impacts on their antagonists;
the resulting changes in the prevalence of pests and diseases can have significant ecological and
economic impacts (Pelini et al. 2009). Pests and disease vectors are likely to colonize new areas
as a consequence of climate change (Capdevila-Arguelles & Zilletti 2008, EEA 2012), with
potential negative impact on ecosystems and their services. It has been argued that observed
rapid spread of some invasive pests or disease vectors is an indication of the high level of pest and
disease control services that is normally provided by ecosystems, as the colonization success of
the invasive pests and pathogens is partly attributed to the absence of an established pool of
natural antagonists. Predicting the overall impact of climate change on the regulation of pests and
diseases requires an integrated assessment of various factors, including the impacts of climate
change on environment, hosts and antagonists (Smith et al. 2011). An overview of possible
changes in pest status due to a changing climate in the UK is presented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Examples of insects which may increase in pest status in the UK (unless stated
otherwise) under changing climatic conditions. Source: Table 14.11, Chapter 14 Regulating
Services, UK NEA (2011b)
Civantos et al. (2012) modelled potential changes in pest controlling vertebrates to estimate the
potential magnitude of change within Europe. Southern Europe is more likely to be affected than
Northern Europe by the loss of some of the predatory controlling agents. Future changes in
populations of pest controlling invertebrates depend on similar issues to other invertebrates such
as availability of host/prey, phenology, and climate suitability (Thomson et al. 2010). It has been
shown that, on average, a higher diversity of natural enemies strengthens pest suppression (Stiling
& Cornelissen 2005; Cardinale et al. 2006).
It is predicted that incidence of disease and pests will increase under climate change, as milder
winters or changes in moisture conditions facilitate the establishment or spread of harmful
organisms. For example, it has been estimated that a climate warming of 2°C could allow aphids to
go through five additional generation cycles per year (Yamamura & Kiritani 1998, as cited in UK
NEA 2011b). However, direct observational evidence of such effects is rare. Indeed there are
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many confounding factors in the spread of disease and pests. In the UK, it is thought that the
increased incidence of Lyme disease, which increased by over 300% between 2001 and 2010
(HPA 2012), can be attributed to climate change (Smith et al. 2011; Gilbert 2010). Increased
occurrence of plant pests and disease can have serious consequences for different ecosystem
services, such as pollination, food and timber production or carbon sequestration (Pelini et al.
2009; Lovett et al. 2010; Pautasso et al. 2012). As an example, sudden oak death (Phytophthora
ramorum), an invasive pathogen, has been damaging trees in the UK since 2003, and climate
change could be implicated in its spread (Brasier & Webber 2010; Sturrock et al. 2011; Grunwald
et al. 2012; Pautasso et al. 2012).
It has also been shown that extreme weather events can alter the resistance of communities
against invasion, if the resilience of native species is weakened (Diez et al. 2012). For example,
experimental evidence in grassland found that drought decreased invasibility, while flooding
increased it (Kreyling et al. 2008). Thus climate change can reduce the regulatory ecosystem
services of pest and disease control.

Climate change impact on provisioning services
Terrestrial provisioning services in the UK relate mainly to food production (crops, livestock, and
honey), bioenergy and timber. They are the most intensively managed type of ecosystem services
in the UK. Being highly managed in an adaptive way reduces to some extent the susceptibility of
the services to climate change impacts (MacKenzie-Hedger et al. 2000; Wren & Adger 2010).
However, this management has impacts on other ecosystem services. Provisioning services
directly depend on regulating and supporting services. Moreover, there are feedbacks between
agriculture, forestry and climate change, as agriculture releases greenhouse gases (mainly N2O
and CH4) into the atmosphere, thus exacerbating the problem, while appropriate forestry
management can mitigate this through increased carbon sequestration.
As stated above, provisioning services depend more on land use decisions than on environmental
parameters. Modelling of ecosystem service supply and vulnerability in Europe shows that future
land use varies more with socio-economic developments than climate change (Schröter et al.
2005). The UK NEA (2011b) scenarios also show that levels of service supply change less for
provisioning services than for regulating and cultural services. According to the models, change in
supply of provisioning services for 2060 varies from +10% to -40%, with marginal differences in
provisioning services between high and low climate change assumptions. This suggests that
differences in projected changes in mean climate hardly influence provisioning services over the
whole of the UK compared with other drivers, though impact may be larger at small spatial and
temporal scales.
Agriculture: food and bioenergy production
Approximately 40% of land in the UK is formally under some form of agricultural production,
excluding upland and semi-natural grassland grazing (Edward-Jones et al. 2011). Potential climate
change impacts have been extensively studied for crops and pastures (Tubiello et al. 2007). The
main underlying cause of climate change, increases in atmospheric CO2, affects plant growth
directly by stimulating photosynthesis, though interactions with temperature, rainfall and nutrient
availability modulate the response of plants (Olesen & Bindi 2002; Tubiello et al. 2007; Parry et al.
2008; DaMatta et al. 2010, see also section on carbon sequestration). Changes in temperature and
precipitation also impact net primary production (through phenology, metabolic rates and the length
of the growing season) and quality of food, in terms of nutrient composition and fibre contents
(Tubiello et al. 2007; DaMatta et al. 2010). For certain crops, therefore, climate change could result
in changes (reductions or increases) in productivity as well as change in land suitability (Knox et al.
2010). However, management responses, including use of technology, can and have reduced
15

Doswald & Epple

Ecosystem Services

Biodiversity Report Card paper 13 2015

negative impact and taken advantage of opportunities from climate change. For example, climate
change has enabled and will continue to enable new crops to be grown in the UK as the climate
becomes more suitable; possible examples include olives and almonds (Farming Futures 2010
a,b).
Of major concern with regard to the provisioning services, however, are extreme events, such as
drought, flooding and heat stress, that may become more severe and frequent in future and are
hard to address through management due to their low predictability. Indeed, the UKCIP09
projections (Murphy et al. 2009) do suggest increases in hot and/or dry summers, warm years, and
a small increase in wet winters. Floods and drought have caused serious economic damage to UK
agriculture in the past (Posthumus et al. 2009; Wren & Adger 2010). Changing weather conditions
also impact other provisioning services such as honey production (Edward-Jones et al. 2011).
The spread of pests and diseases (see previous section) can be a serious consequence of climate
change for both crops and livestock (Tubiello et al. 2007; Pilgrim et al. 2010). Indeed, diseaserelated impacts are likely to be among the main implications of climate change for livestock in the
UK. For example, the bluetongue virus reached the UK in 2007 following its spread across Europe,
presumably in part due to climate change (Szmaragd et al. 2010).
Forestry
In contrast to agriculture with its focus on annual and short-lived perennial crops, forestry is a longterm activity due to the long time required before the trees reach harvesting age. This provisioning
service may therefore in the long-term be more sensitive to climate change impacts unless
adaptation actions are undertaken early.
UK forestry is intensively managed and forest cover has increased in recent decades (EdwardJones et al. 2011). The Forestry Commission has been investigating potential climate change
impacts and possible adaptations; in particular usage of different species at different locations to
match climate suitability (Broadmeadow et al. 2005). It is expected that climate change will affect
the suitability of sites for some tree species in the UK. However, models show this is less of a
problem than elsewhere in Europe, as predicted temperature increases are mostly expected to
have a positive impact on forest growth except in water stressed areas (Linder et al. 2010), for
example in Southern England (Hulme et al. 2002; EA 2007; Murphy et al. 2009). By contrast,
extreme weather events (drought, flooding, storms) are expected to be one of the major impacts on
forestry in the UK affecting yield and tree condition (Broadmeadow et al. 2009). Pest and disease
outbreaks are another major concern related to climate change in this sector (see previous
section). Some cases of outbreaks of pests and diseases that appear to have been triggered by
climatic factors have already been observed (Edward-Jones et al. 2011; Pautasso et al. 2012).

Climate change impact on cultural services
Cultural ecosystem services are the spiritual, psychological, recreational and aesthetic nonmaterial benefits that people derive from “nature” (MA 2005; Church et al. 2011). They are in many
cases subjective and hard to define, measure and value, and vary greatly among cultures and
nations. This difficulty is highlighted by the small number of cultural service indicators in use
compared with other services (UNEP-WCMC 2011). Some progress has been made in the
framework of the UK NEA Follow-on (UK NEA 2014) with regard to approaches for gathering
information on the subconsciously held values of individuals as well as ‘shared’ values with regard
to cultural ecosystem services through deliberative processes.
The UK NEA (2011b) distinguishes two broad categories of cultural services for the UK: those
linked to environmental settings and those offered by wild species diversity (Figure 1).
Environmental settings are grouped into types of areas where people interact with nature, i.e.
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domestic gardens, local informal and formal green/blue space, nearby and wider countryside, and
the country territory. An initial effort to map the potential of environmental settings to provide
cultural services based on ‘cultural designations’ (e.g. protected area categories) and accessibility
has been undertaken by Dales et al. (2014). The types of cultural services that are most often
derived from wild species diversity are education and recreation (e.g. bird watching, fishing,
shooting, photography). These can relate to specific species, e.g. grouse (shooting), a group of
species (e.g. bird watching) or the species assemblages of whole ecosystems (e.g. nature walks).
Cultural service changes caused by climate are not easy to evaluate as they are in many cases
subjective and depend on the personal experiences, ‘sense of place’ and preferences of the
individual. For example, in terms of scenic beauty during recreation, different people might like
rainy, snowy or sunny landscapes. Changes to wild species diversity are slightly easier to
determine since these stem from impacts occurring on particular species and on diversity as a
whole. But here as well, individuals may rate the same kinds of changes differently.
The UK NEA (2011b) scenarios show that compared with current supply of services, cultural
services are expected to change vastly (and more than other ecosystem services) ranging from
+40% to -59%. However, there is only marginal change in impacts on cultural services between
high and low climate change projections. This suggests that differences in projected changes in
mean climate hardly influence services over the whole of the UK compared with other drivers
though impact may be more at small spatial and temporal scales. According to the IPCC (2014),
climate change is expected to have a negative impact on cultural heritage in Europe, including
many unique cultural landscapes.
Cultural services linked to environmental settings
Climate change impacts on ecosystems and biodiversity may change certain elements of the UK
landscape such as structure and composition and the “look and feel” of a place though land use
and management arguably play a greater role. However, some of the changes in land use
triggered by climate change (e.g. changes in agricultural practices) may have a significant impact
on the landscape. The most studied implications of this change are for the tourist/recreation trade
though evidence is still scarce. Information on other aspects relating to cultural services
(psychological, educational, spiritual and aesthetic) and climate change is very limited.
Climate is crucial to tourism and decisions of the tourist (Hamilton et al. 2005; Bigano et al. 2007).
Simulation model results suggest that climate change is likely to shift holiday destinations to higher
latitudes and altitudes and increase domestic holidays although population and economic growth
are more important drivers (Hamilton et al. 2005). For the UK, simulation models predict that
domestic holidays increase, and both domestic and international tourism may shifts northwards in
the UK (Hamilton & Tol 2007, Taylor & Ortiz 2009, HR Wallingford 2012). Changes in the climate
of the UK uplands are likely to bring new opportunities and attract more people towards areas that
may currently be considered more marginal, which also brings risks to the environment (Orr et al.
2008).
Spread of pests and diseases in the UK might impact on the quality of the experience of the
environmental setting and potentially the health of people for both UK residents and visitors
(Semenza & Menne 2009; Church et al. 2011).
Climate change therefore has implications for tourism at different locations, with some areas
expected to increase in value and others to decrease. Implications will also depend on actions
taken by individuals to adapt to the changes. Therefore socio-economic considerations may be
more important than climate change in terms of changes in tourism in the UK. This conclusion is
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also germane to the other cultural services relating to environmental settings engendered by
ecosystems.
Cultural services linked to wild species diversity
The implication of changes in the distribution, phenology and abundance of wild species for the
cultural services provided will depend on whether economic value is attached either directly or
indirectly to particular species, or whether the service provides only non-material benefits. For
example, a species not appearing or a new species of bird appearing produces either
disappointment or excitement in bird watchers. However, the implications of this change may be
increased if whole sites then either gain or lose attraction for birdwatchers due to changes in
species composition, thus potentially affecting the local economy. Changes in species populations
of commercial value, e.g. grouse, may have an impact on the livelihoods of those involved in the
sport.

Conclusion
This review of the literature indicates that climate change, through diverse mechanisms, is likely to
impact the magnitude and quality of the delivery of ecosystem services at any given location (see
Table 1 below). Degree of certainty regarding the extent and direction of possible future change is
low in many cases, though some services are more studied than others. For example, the literature
on cultural services and climate change is still sparse, despite recently growing research interest in
the topic. In many cases, climate change will not only affect the potential supply of services, but
also the demand for them. This is particularly true for the regulating services, many of which can to
some degree protect people from negative impacts of climate change.
Changes to water-related provisioning and regulating services due to climate change are likely to
have negative impacts in the UK since demand for these services is expected to outstrip supply.
However, there is still much uncertainty in model projections of water-related processes. Also, the
impacts of climate change on the ability of ecosystems to provide hazard control services (such as
flood protection) are a topic that requires more research, since the literature in this area covers
mainly the management options to control hazards rather than the thresholds and limits of the
ecosystem under climate change impacts and consequences for service delivery.
Carbon sequestration and storage and the provisioning services are the best studied, with
decreases in service provision expected in some areas due to climate change impacts, and
increases, especially with management, in others.
From the literature surveyed it is thought likely that the pest and disease control services of
ecosystems will be of concern under climate change, although direct evidence of the influence of
climate change as the instigating factor for pest or disease outbreaks is still rare.
Catastrophic failure of any ecosystem service due to climate change is unlikely unless land cover
is dramatically altered such as after a fire or a flood. Land use change and degradation and
associated loss of biodiversity are and are likely to continue to be the biggest threats to most
ecosystem services, while climate change may exacerbate these existing pressures. However,
over the long term the effects of climate change are likely to become more pronounced, and
surprises in the responses and interactions of organisms and ecosystems need to be expected.
In conclusion, information relating to climate change and ecosystem services is still incomplete and
often based on anecdotal evidence. Although some processes determining the impacts of climate
change on ecosystems have been studied in detail (e.g. impacts on plant growth or phenology and
pollination), full assessments of the implications of climate change for the supply of services are
hard to achieve. This is partly due to a lack of understanding of the processes through which
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changes in ecosystem characteristics determine functioning and service provision, and a lack of
indicators. Furthermore, the links between different services and the positive and negative
feedbacks that can occur between them (Bennett et al. 2009) make it difficult to unravel potential
effects of climate change. For example, the links between productivity, carbon sequestration and
crop production or pest control and wild species diversity are complex and hard to capture.
Finally, the literature indicates that extreme climatic events can cause disruption to many
ecosystem processes (Jentsch & Beierkuhnlein 2008) and affect service delivery. In some cases,
these events may trigger long-term damage. Unfortunately, projections of future extreme events
are highly uncertain, especially in terms of precipitation, and large variations exist between the
projections from different models (Beniston et al. 2007; Solomon et al. 2007). Based on the current
state of knowledge, there is an expectation that both the frequency of heavy rainfall events and the
occurrence of summer drought will increase in the UK. Some evidence of more frequent extreme
precipitation in recent years can be obtained from long-term climate data (Moss 2015). The
occurrence of more frequent summer droughts is not yet confirmed by observation (Watts &
Anderson 2013). More research into projections of extreme events and their short-term and longterm effects on ecosystem processes and services is necessary for managing climate change
impacts.
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Table 1: Overview of different climate change impacts and their effect on ecosystem services.
↓ indicates a negative effect; ↓↓ indicates a large negative effect; ↔ indicates impacts can be either negative or positive.
*Indirect impacts that are confounded by other factors.
Certainty terms (see Annex): 1 = Well established; 2 = Established but incomplete evidence; 3 = Competing explanations; 4 = Speculative
Provisioning
Supporting Services
Regulation services
Cultural Services
Services

Climate impact

Soils and
nutrient
cycle

Extreme events

↓2

↓↓1

↓↓1

↓↓2

↓1

↓4

↓↓1

↓↓1

↓4

↓↓4

Change in
mean climate

↔2

↓2

↔1

↔4

↔1

↓4

↓1

↓1

↓4

↔4

Species
turnover*

↔4

↔2

↔1

↔4

↔1

↓4

↔1

↔1

↔4

↔4

Spread of
pests/disease*

↓4

↓2

↓1

↓4

↓1

↓2

↓↓1

↓↓1

↓4

↓↓4

Change within
species
(phenology,
biology)

↔4

↔4

↔1

↔4

↓↓1

↓↓4

↔1

↔1

↔4

↔4

Water
cycle

Carbon
sequestration

Hazard
control

Pollination
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Annex
Uncertainty terms used in the key findings as drawn from the UK NEA (2011a)

33

