
Ecosystem Services and Human Well-Being: Current 
Status and Future Prospects 

A. H. Zakri* 
Director, United Nations University-Institute of Advanced Studies (UNU-IAS), 

Yokohama 

The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA), launched by UN Secretary-General, 

Kofi Annan in 2001 and completed in 2005, is the largest assessment ever taken to 

determine the state of health of our world’s ecosystems. Approximately 1,360 

experts from 95 countries were involved in this four-year project. It was conducted 

to assess the consequences of ecosystem change for human well-being and to 

establish the scientific basis for actions needed to enhance the conservation and 

sustainable use of ecosystems and their contributions to human well-being. The 

MA responds to government requests for information received through four 

international conventions – the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United 

Nations Convention to Combat Desertification, the Ramsar Convention on 

Wetlands, and the Convention on Migratory Species – and is designed to also meet 

needs of other stakeholders, including the business community, the health sector, 

nongovernmental organizations, and indigenous peoples. The 33 sub-global 

assessments also aimed to meet the needs of users in the regions where they 

were undertaken. 

The four main findings of the MA are: 

Over the past 50 years, humans have changed ecosystems more rapidly and 

extensively than in any comparable period of time in human history, largely to meet 

rapidly growing demands for food, fresh water, timber, fiber, and fuel. This has 

resulted in a substantial and largely irreversible loss in the diversity of life on Earth.  

The changes that have been made to ecosystems have contributed to substantial 

net gains in human well-being and economic development, but these gains have 

been achieved at growing costs in the form of degradation of many ecosystem 

services, increased risks of nonlinear changes, and the exacerbation of poverty for 



some groups of people. These problems, unless addressed, will substantially 

diminish the benefits that future generations obtain from ecosystems. 

The degradation of ecosystem services could grow significantly worse during the 

first half of this century and is a barrier to achieving the Millennium Development 

Goals. 

The challenge of reversing the degradation of ecosystems while meeting increasing 

demands for their services can be partially met under some scenarios that the MA 

has considered, but these involve significant changes in policies, institutions, and 

practices that are not currently under way. Many options exist to conserve or 

enhance specific ecosystem services in ways that reduce negative trade-offs or that 

provide positive synergies with other ecosystem services. 
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