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An extensive rangeland with a brown vertisol 
developed on calcareous shale. Erosion is due to 

overgrazing. New Caledonia.
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The restoration of natural capital (RNC) is thus 
a key strategy for dealing with these two crises. This 
new approach is geared towards meeting ecological 
restoration objectives while enhancing the wellbeing 
of human populations from a socioeconomic 
standpoint. RNC thus bridges the gap between the 
imperatives of: (1) biodiversity conservation and 
ecosystem health protection, (2) short-term local 
production, (3) economic development on national 
and international scales, and (4) Sustainable local 
economic development.

Restoring natural capital: a focused response

Ecologists, nature conservationists and economists all 
have different viewpoints on ecological restoration and 
sustainable development goals. It is essential to come 
to a consensus on the definition and interpretation of 
these key terms so as to be able to effectively inform 
communities and their representatives on the objectives 
and impacts of current and future policies.

Economic growth nowadays takes precedent over the 
preservation of natural ecosystems (de Groot, 1992), 
i.e. increasing production (or the ‘size’ of the economy) 
leading to increased consumption (Daly and Farley, 
2004). This political option is based mainly on the fact 
that biodiversity conservation, poverty alleviation and 
economic development are generally considered to have 
independent and often conflictual interests. RNC—as 
we will see throughout this special issue—aims to pool 
these a priori different interests. It meshes ecological 
restoration and sustainable development so as to tap the 
respective benefits of both approaches.

Around 40% of all emerged land on Earth is under threat 
of desertification and acute poverty generally prevails 
in these areas (Requier-Desjardins and Caron, 2005). 
An approach aimed at restoring ecosystems as well as 
the living standards of local people in arid and semiarid 
regions is therefore necessary. The concepts concerning 
natural capital and its restoration are outlined in the 
following chapters.

Desertification and its impact on humans

The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (1994) 
defines the desertification process as “land desertification in 
arid, semiarid and dry subhumid areas resulting from several 
factors, including climatic variations and human activities.”

Unpredictable climatic conditions (recurrent drought and 
irregular rainfall), combined with the need to immediately fulfil 
local peoples’ food and energy needs (using practices that are 
ill-adapted for utilizing natural resources), generally leads to 
severe environmental degradation. This phenomenon includes 
destruction of the plant cover (grazing areas converted to crop 
land), a reduction in soil fertility, ecosystem modification and 
an increase in conflicts to control natural resource management 
(Requier-Desjardins, 2007; Requier-Desjardins and Caron, 
2005).

Increased population growth and insecurity also lead to heavy 
unsustainable exploitation of natural goods and services. The 
pressures placed on ecosystems disrupt the balance between 
the demand and the production of these goods and services, 
thus forging conditions that are conducive to desertification.

However, the causes and processes responsible for 
desertification are variable. They depend on the worldwide 
(global warming), regional (geographical and political area) 
and local (landuse practices and management) settings. 
International directives, regional policies and local initiatives 
are thus required to combat desertification. These three scales 
(global, regional and local) are tightly interdependent (MEA, 
2005). It is also crucial that initiatives implemented to solve 
local problems be tailored specifically to local peoples’ demand 
(needs, objectives, values).

Focus
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What is natural capital?

he natural capital concept was shaped in 
the late 1970s (Jurdant et al., 1977) and then 
further developed by Costanza and Daly 
(1992), and others. This concept is essential 

in promoting environmental issues to ensure that they 
will be taken into consideration in economic decision-
making processes. The natural capital term also reflects 
the limiting role of natural resources and ecosystems 
in peoples’ and nations’ socioeconomic development 
(Ekins et al., 2003). We will first explain the different 
types of existing capital so as to fully clarify the term 
‘natural capital’.

Different types of capital

There are five types of capital (MEA, 2005):

1. Financial capital: money and its substitutes.
2. Manufactured capital: buildings, roads, and other 

human-produced, fixed assets.
3. Human capital: individual or collective efforts and 

intellectual skills.
4. Social capital: institutions, social relationships, social 

networks, shared cultural beliefs and traditions.
5. Natural capital: an economic metaphor representing 

the stock of natural resources from which goods 
and services upon which human societies depend 
are derived. There are four types of natural capital: 
(a) renewable natural capital (living species, 
ecosystems), (b) nonrenewable natural capital 
(petroleum, coal, diamonds), (c) replenishable 
natural capital (the atmosphere, drinking water, 
fertile soils) and (d) cultivated natural capital (crops 
and forest plantations).

Natural capital (as defined by Daly and Farley, 2004) 
thus includes all sustainable ecosystems and ecological 
landscapes from which humans cull services and 
products (goods) that enhance their wellbeing without 
production cost. It should be noted that all cultivated 
natural capital and manufactured capital stock derives 
from renewable, replenishable or nonrenewable natural 
capital.

Renewable natural capital is the structure and 
composition of natural ecosystems which, through 
their functioning, yield a flow of natural goods and 
services to benefit humans. Replenishable natural 
capital corresponds to stocks of nonliving resources 
that are constantly recycled via interactions with living 
resources over long periods. Finally, cultivated natural 
capital represents agroecological production systems 
that are more or less self-sustaining, depending on 
how they are managed.

For several decades now, the rate of natural capital 
utilization (degradation) has been greater than its 
renewal rate. Processing this capital into manufactured 
goods is gradually (but to an increasing extent) 
destroying natural resource stocks and ensuing goods 
and services.

Loss of natural capital can also lead to a concomitant 
decrease in social and human capital (Aronson et al., 
2007a). This is especially true in arid and semiarid 
areas where the steady reduction in natural services 
resulting from desertification fosters outmigration 
and loss of affected peoples’ self-esteem, in addition 
to political conflicts (Requier-Desjardins and Caron, 
2005).
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