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Cultural ecosystem services make an important and valuable contribution to human well-being. However,
research efforts in relation to ecosystems do not reflect this value, with the majority focusing on provisioning
service contributions in developed countries, with cultural services largely neglected. Consideration of
the contribution and importance of these services in South Africa focuses on the more tangible cultural
ecosystem services such as recreational and educational benefits, with a paucity of research on the more
intangible aspects such as sense of identity, belonging and worship of the ancestors. This lack of research
is out of keeping with evidence of an intimate and profound relationship between the land and traditional
communities in South Africa. Here we reflect on the available evidence of the nature of cultural ecosystem
services to traditional communities in South Africa, and consider one aspect of the global debate on cultural
ecosystem services by analysing the suitability of two predominant methods of ascertaining their value –
neoclassic economic valuation and deliberative approaches – in a South African context. The types and
nature of the values associated with cultural ecosystems, and the way of life of traditional communities,
suggest the use of deliberative approaches is better suited to this task. It is hoped that these discussions
will encourage researchers from a range of disciplines to engage in furthering research efforts in this area,
and improve the evidence base on identifying, assessing and valuing these services, which are of significant
importance and value to many of the most marginalised and vulnerable members of South African society.
Significance:
•

Evidence from the literature suggests that cultural ecosystem services demonstrate a range of value
types and ranges. The presence of a range of values puts cultural ecosystem services beyond the reach
of neoclassical economic valuation methods.

•

Deliberative approaches are the most suitable method for eliciting the range and dimensions of value
associated with cultural ecosystem services. There is a need for research in a South African context to
develop frameworks and methods to identify, assess and measure the range of values associated with
cultural ecosystem services.
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Introduction
Cultural ecosystem services (CES) make an important and valuable contribution to human well-being, yet extant
research efforts are lacking.1,2 In addition, there is under-representation of studies within an African context.3
This research gap needs to be filled because traditional communities have a more intimate and profound relationship
with the land and poor policy decisions raises the level of risk to these already vulnerable groups.4-7 Through this
paper, we aim to encourage a greater level of engagement and research of CES in South Africa and provide an
overview of valuing cultural services and their importance to local traditional communities.
Extensive research shows that the history of a people or community is closely interwoven with the land they
inhabit.8-10 The CES benefits enjoyed by a given community depend on their history, culture and relationship with the
land. Therefore, similarities and differences will exist both within and between different countries. The CES benefits
will be location dependent and non-transferable. This suggests that research on CES needs to be tailored to the
specific location and community in question.
This paper is concerned with issues surrounding CES and traditional communities in South Africa. Whilst all may
enjoy the benefits of CES, there is evidence to suggest that, globally, they are of more significance and importance
to traditional communities – a situation recognised in the literature, and by the World Bank, the Convention on
Biodiversity, and many national governments, amongst others.4-7,11,12 This is especially true where CES relate to
important intangible aspects of people’s lives, such as a sense of community, place and identity, which has been
constructed by a community through living and interacting with the same environment over many generations.4-7,11
Moreover, they may be relatively more important to the poorest and most marginalised communities within a
country.5 In a South African context, these two groups are often the same.
There may be similarities with the CES benefits enjoyed by traditional communities in other countries, although
the way in which CES are experienced will be unique to a particular community. Amongst traditional communities
in South Africa, much of this culture relates to the land,13,14 which is more than just a productive economic asset.
Land is important in many cultural practices and rituals, and the often-intangible cultural aspects of individual and
community life. The significance and the cultural nature of the relationship between traditional communities and the
land in South Africa is recognised in the literature.9,10,13,14 Moreover, it is recognised and accepted as significant by
the courts, including the Constitutional Court.15 This relationship with the land helps explain why the land issue in
South Africa is such an emotive one16, and why there is often such robust opposition from affected communities
whose land is threatened by development, such as the on-going case of the proposed mining operation at Xolobeni
in the Eastern Cape16,17.
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Categorisation and definition

others. In Pondo culture we cannot move them. If
the mine comes we will have to leave and they will
stay behind. This land is sacred to us. Maybe others
don’t understand but it is very important.31

There have been numerous attempts to categorise the benefits arising
from the interaction of people and ecosystems into CES.18-20 Despite
some differences, it is agreed that CES relate to the contributions
ecosystems make to the material and non-material benefits to humans.21
Tangible benefits include those relating to: physical and experiential
interactions, such as educational, recreation and eco-tourism, and more
intangible benefits relate to aesthetic, artistic, spiritual, sense of place,
identity and social cohesion. This distinction is important as research
efforts tend to concentrate on the former at the expense of the latter.1-3
Moreover, the degree of substitutability between CES is likely to decrease
to zero as they move towards the more intangible aspects related to
benefits, such as identity, sense of place, and the worshipping of the
ancestors. These are important considerations as the more intangible
CES are the most important to traditional communities in South Africa.

These cultural benefits have value. For instance, a belief in the ancestors
amongst many traditional communities in South Africa imbues the
land with significant cultural importance, suggesting a strong sense
of belonging and attachment to the land.9,13,14,36 The sense of place
attachment so engendered may have a number of benefits for individuals,
improving their well-being and welfare.37,38 Ecosystem services, which
have a positive effect on the utility and well-being of at least one person
in a relevant population, have an economic value, even when this value
occurs outside of a market.39

Types of values
Identifying the type and nature of CES related to the land in a South African
context is a necessary and important step for informed policy yet it may
be insufficient if there is no indication of their relative importance and/
or value. Moreover, how to ascertain such values depends on their type
and dimensions. The literature identifies a number of different types
of values. Although different terminology is often used, the literature
makes a distinction between what could be termed ‘held’, and assigned
or instrumental values.21,40 Pascual et al.41,42 suggest a third category
of value, namely relational values, which refer to how individuals relate
to each other and the natural world, and will depend in part on their
held values. The more tangible aspects of CES are likely to demonstrate
instrumental values whilst the more intangible aspects are likely to be
more relational in value.41-43 The available evidence suggests that it is
the more intangible, relational values that are of importance to traditional
communities in South Africa.9,10,13,14,31

A necessary step in accounting for CES values in decision-making is
the identification and assessment of the relevant services, including
the range and types of benefits and values they provide. This is a
significant, and often difficult, undertaking due to the intangible element
of CES.5,7,21,22 A related issue is the manner in which CES have hitherto
been conceptualised, with a tendency to conflate values, services and
benefits.5,22,23 In response, Fish et al.22 call for a more explicit connection
between benefits and ecosystems, to locate specific CES and their
benefits within specific ecosystems. Taken collectively, these issues
often leave CES as something somewhere out there, everywhere and
therefore nowhere.

Current research into cultural
ecosystem services
Available evidence suggests that traditional communities enjoy a
more significant, experiential and tacit relationship with the land.4,5,7
Yet research efforts on CES tend to focus on the more tangible aspects
such as recreation and tourism in developed countries.1,2 South Africa
is no exception, and whilst there is some engagement with CES in
South Africa,24,25 the majority of the research reflects the global picture
in being more concerned with the tangible aspects of CES. For example,
there is consideration of tourism and protected areas26-28, recreation29
and education CES30, but little evidence on the intangible aspects of CES
in a South African context, and none that attempts to systematically
identify specific CES, their associated benefits, and relate these to a
specific landscape or community. This is both understandable and
regrettable. Evidence on the nature of the relationship and hence the
value that traditional communities ascribe to the land is therefore, at
best, fragmented in a South African context. What can be pieced together
suggests a significant relational value associated with the intangible
aspects of CES, relating to community, sense of place and identity, and
the worship of the ancestors.9,10,13,14,31

Values people assign to ecosystem services are affected by the social
context. Value orientation could be for oneself (self-oriented value) or for
others (other-oriented value). The values are place specific and based on
people’s life experiences, the use and non-use of an ecosystem and its
services, cultural characteristics and the economic and political setting.
Moreover, values, rules and perceptions are often a social construct.
Group values are thus unlikely to be the aggregate of the values of
the individuals making up the group. Individuals may have a different
response to questions, including questions of value depending on
whether they are questioned in a group or individual setting.2,41 Farber
et al.40 consider the ultimate origins of values lie within shared goals,
the shared value system of a community or society, and hence values
may be individually or group held. It may be sufficient to elicit individual
values if enjoyment of the object in question is on an individual basis.
However, such values are not appropriate if the object in question has
a shared dimension, such as land or forest that is important to the
culture of a group or community, as is often the case amongst traditional
communities in South Africa.9,10,13,14,31 The formation of such values and
preferences is through social interactions, involve shared knowledge and
are communal, especially in South Africa where traditional communities
share the land, giving rise to shared or group values, in addition to more
individually held values.2,21,41,44

Identifying and accounting for CES value in decision-making is essential,
especially if they relate to values that are important to marginalised and
vulnerable communities.5,32,33 The controversy over the granting of the
mining licence at Xolobeni in the Eastern Cape serves as an illustration
of the consequences of excluding values that are of importance to a local
community. The socio-economic impact assessment34 undertaken as part
of the environmental impact assessment that accompanied the mining
application, suggested that the value of the land to the local community
was entirely instrumental. There was no attempt to consider other values,
including CES values. If the land held only instrumental values, it could
be assumed that the community would be able to substitute these for
compensation, either by moving to similar land elsewhere or through
financial payment. However, the robust and sustained community
opposition to the proposed mining operation suggests that the land
holds values other than instrumental – values that cannot be substituted.
The fragmented evidence that does exist suggests that these values
relate to CES.13,15,31,35 For example, a member of the Xolobeni community
explained the importance of their land thus:

Criticisms of Neoclassical valuation methods
Rooted in individual consumer sovereignty, the conventional neoclassical
approach to capturing such values and thereby guiding policy is to
estimate all costs and benefits, including non-market values, in monetary
terms and compare them in a cost–benefit analysis. If the social benefits
(as an increase in social welfare) of a project or policy are greater than its
social costs (decrease in social welfare), the cost–benefit test is passed.
Social value is the sum of the values expressed by the individuals making
up the society under consideration.45
The simplification of reducing everything to a money metric comes
at a cost, often through the neglect of values difficult to estimate in
monetary terms. Attempts to overcome this difficulty and thereby add
to the values measurable in a cost–benefit analysis process (including
ecosystem services) is achieved through the use of various demandbased techniques. Notable examples include contingent valuation and the

My family are buried on this land. My father,
brother and grandchild are all here, as well as many
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Deliberative approaches

travel cost method.46 Importantly, these techniques only elicit individual
values. Although the academic and policymaking communities19,47 have
now generally accepted environmental valuation studies, valuation is
not without its critics48,49. Significantly, the nature of these criticisms is
especially pertinent to employing such methods to value CES.46

Deliberative processes, based in political, psychological and social
theory, call for increased participation by citizens in the decision-making
process, as public and social deliberation is fundamental to the political
legitimacy of decision-making.50 They are intended to overcome many
of the shortcomings of stated preference methods in estimating values
for cultural ecosystem values, allowing for a more logical, meaningful
and comprehensive capturing of such values. In particular, they may
address the lack of pre-formed values, the plurality of values, and issues
of legitimacy and equity in decision-making.33,50,52,53,55

Neoclassical economics ascertains values for non-market goods
through individualistic utilitarian values, with the assumption that these
are pre-formed and stable, and reflect all possible values, which a utilitymaximising individual will consider. The value of any good or service
to society is then an aggregation of these individual values, suggesting
that in maximising their own utility, individuals will ensure that society’s
utility is maximised.

Advocates of the method suggest it is capable of improving preference
and value elicitation, especially where these are not pre-formed, such as
those provided by CES. A well-designed deliberative approach, in which
preference formation emerges from the deliberations, should be integral
to the process of valuation.51,55 This technique explicitly recognises that
certain, often deeply held values, are difficult to trade off with other values
without recourse to discussion and negotiation, and that it is difficult to
isolate valuation from the process of decision-making, especially where
people believe there to be important moral or ethical issues at stake that
warrant debate.60

There is little evidence to support the assumption that preferences
are pre-formed and stable, especially in terms of often complex,
unfamiliar non-market goods like CES.50-52 Having to spontaneously
attribute monetary values to these poorly formed preferences in a stated
preference exercise is problematic and the process is unlikely to elicit
meaningful and robust values.51-54
By definition, CES have a shared dimension. However, most stated
preference studies present them in social isolation and seek individual
values thereof.52,53 This ignores important values an individual may hold
as a citizen, including shared societal or community values, held both for
themselves and for other members of the community.55 This is relevant
because CES are likely to have a plurality of values, including shared values
– especially amongst traditional communities in South Africa9,10,13,14,31
sharing communal land – characterised by incommensurability and
missed by a process only focused on individual values.44,49,51,52

All stakeholders, through increased participation, are more likely to
view the deliberative process as fair and democratic. This legitimacy
is enhanced if some affected groups consider issues other than simply
economic efficiency.51-53,55 The legitimacy and transparency of the
process is important to ensure widespread acceptance of the final
decision, especially from groups that may have suffered loss and/or
considerable trade-offs.23

If values are plural, it may not be possible to represent this as a continuous
utility function, implying that improvements in one dimension may
not compensate for decreases in another. It is contested here that the
implicit assumption of perfect substitutability of these dimensions is not
a reasonable one. This has implications for the assumptions underlying
cost–benefit analysis that various dimensions of value are comparable
and, where necessary, can be traded off and compensated.45 cost–
benefit analysis has no established way of trading off more than one
dimension of value, making it impossible to establish which outcome
would in fact deliver the highest net value to society. Such an outcome
would only be possible if all stakeholders could agree on how the
different dimensions and types of value could be traded off against each
other. Arrow’s impossibility theorem showed that there is no single way
that an aggregation of individual preferences can lead to the derivation of
a sensible social ranking of choice.54

South African context

The elicitation of such values is further complicated in situations in which
respondents are involved in subsistence farming and so generally are
unfamiliar with money, making it difficult to express values for complex
non-market goods and services in such a metric.56 Such situations
characterise the lives of many rural communities in South Africa.57,58
Moreover, a reliance on monetary metrics may dilute the voice of the
poor and the vulnerable by virtue of their limited ability to pay because
of budget constraints – an important component in stated preference
approaches.5,56 Monetary aggregation can be used as what Ani15,59 calls
an aggregation weapon, often to the benefit of the rich and the detriment
of the poor. This discounting of traditional communities’ values through
monetary metrics may under-estimate their cultural values.

In contrast, approaches transposed from more developed countries are
generally technical and scientific top-down methods, that rely on expert
input and bear little resemblance to either the reality or experiences of
most traditional communities in South Africa. Moreover, in a South African
context, there is often a lack of capacity among relevant actors – including
the state – to use such approaches, rendering these approaches ill-suited
to the task for which they were designed.7,64 South African society is
multicultural and multi-ethnic; its citizens hold a myriad of different beliefs,
opinions and values. Deliberative approaches have the ability to address
many of the complex issues of such a society, including in ascertaining
and including the value and importance of CES in decision-making.64

Whilst there is an increasing call for the use of more deliberative
approaches in valuing CES, the evidence in the literature suggests that
the call either is in general terms, or is implicitly considered within a
developed world context.33,43,54,61 However, there are a number of
reasons why the general approach may be particularly well suited to
the South African context, where there is a tradition of such processes.
Discussion, negotiation, the participation of the community, and the
seeking of consensus in resolving problems with a mix of different values
and issues has a long history amongst many of the indigenous people
of Africa, including South Africa.13,14,59,62,63 The basis and process of the
traditional resolution of conflict is one that bears many similarities with
deliberative approaches. Consideration of the workings of the traditional
court system provides important evidence of this.62

Additionally, the use of more deliberative approaches to CES has the
potential to allow local and/or traditional knowledge to have a voice, and
may allow for the greater inclusion of local knowledge and experience,
and be more likely to capture these values, which are important to
local communities.64 As suggested above in relation to the granting of
a mining licence at Xolobeni, the disregarding of values from decisionmaking, such as those related to CES that are important to people or
communities, may result in such decisions being considered illegitimate.
Deliberative processes, if utilised correctly, confer legitimacy on any
decision arrived at.21,33,64-66 This is an important consideration in general
but perhaps especially so in a South African context, where the majority
of the population have long been denied a voice, and where the poor and
marginalised continue to struggle to be heard.65,66

Despite concerns, stated preference methods still have a role in
estimating values of (some) CES. Where the values are likely to be
individually held, self-regarding and relate to the more tangible aspects
of CES, they may well be a useful tool in the decision- and policymaking tool bag. There are several ways in which the method can be
used creatively or in conjunction with more participatory approaches, to
ascertain the importance and value of CES.23,43 However, for traditional
communities in South Africa, the complex interactions between
ecosystems, the services they provide and the contribution these
services make to human welfare suggest that a pluralistic approach that
utilises deliberative approaches be taken to ascertain their importance
and value.2,41
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It is beyond the scope of this review to give a detailed criticism of deliberative
approaches, yet it is acknowledged that they are not a panacea. A small
group vulnerable to dysfunctional power dynamics and peer pressure is
unlikely to be representative. People may be excluded from the group, or
not participate fully due to poor education or lack of confidence. Class,
age, race, culture and gender may all affect participation.67 Outcomes
may be complex or nuanced and far less clear than a single number
generated under cost–benefit analysis.51 Inequalities in power, knowledge
and communication abilities may be mirrored in inequalities in the
deliberative process.51,66 These issues need to be managed, particularly
in a South African context with its great historical disparities in wealth,
power, knowledge and education.64,65 While legislation in South Africa
actively encourages the use of participatory approaches to decisionmaking, the process is often a ‘box-ticking’ exercise with little real
engagement or consideration of the needs or the concerns of the most
marginalised members of society,64 thus undermining any legitimacy
underlying the approach.
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